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Abstract:

The following is a linked collection of fiction featuring a young gay man—the son of a black
mother and Mexican father—coming of age in contemporary Houston, and the community that
he lives in.
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Lockwood

Roberto was brown, and his people lived beside us, so of course I went over on weekends. They
were full Mexican. That made us superior. My father found every opportunity to say it. Not to
their faces; he’d just whistle through the window. But Ma took it upon herself to visit most
evenings. She still didn’t have many friends on the block—we were too dark for the blancos, too
Latin for the blacks.
But Roberto’s mother dug the company. She invited us in. Her husband worked
construction, pouring cement into Grand Parkway, and they didn’t have any papers so you know
how that is. No one was hiring. She wasn’t about to take chances. What she did with her days
was look after Roberto.
They lived in this shotgun with swollen pipes. It was the house you shook your head at
when you drove up the road. But Ma still tried to make nice, she brought yucca and beans from
the restaurant, walked it all the way down Lockwood until my father finally asked her who the
fuck had paid for it. Javi, Jan, and I watched our parents circle the kitchen, until our father
grabbed a bowl of rice and threw it on the tile. He said this was what it felt like to watch your
1

money walk. Maybe now Ma’d think before she shit on her familia. And of course it didn’t stop
her—if anything, she went more often—but Ma started leaving the meals at home. She brought
me and some coffee and some crackers from the tin.
Roberto had this pug nose. He was pimply in all the wrong places. His shirts were smelly,
he wore his hair like the whiteboys, and when I asked why that was he called it one less thing to
worry about.
He was fifteen, a few years older than me. He told me about the bus he’d taken straight
from Monterrey. His father’d left for Houston first, until he could send for them too, and when I
asked him about Mexico he said everything’d tasted like sand.
Roberto couldn’t go to school, it was the first year of my endless flu, and I didn’t exist to
Javi anymore. He’d taken up with the local hoods. That meant I spent a fuckton of time next
door. They had this table, and these candles, and a mattress in the living room; when Roberto’s
father wasn’t slaving, I usually found him snoring on it.
His mother was always exhausted. Always crying to Ma. Said it wasn’t that this country
was rougher—everything was just so loose.
Ma told her to wait it out. That’s just what America did to you. They’d learn to adjust,
she’d crack the code, but what she had to do was believe in it.
Meanwhile, Roberto and I walked to the corner of Dowling, where the East End collapses
and the warehouses begin. We threw rocks at the cars on Woodvale. Tagged drunks on their
porches by Sherman. We watched loose gangs of boys smoking kush on Canal, and I saw Javi
among them, and he didn’t even blink. But that night he shook me awake on our bunk, mouthing
off about how he’d kill me if I spoke up. He smelled burnt and sour, like a dead thing in the road,
and I thought about warning Roberto until I remembered he had no one to tell.
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Once, I asked Roberto if he liked it in Texas. He looked at me forever. Called it another
place with a name.
Could be worse, I said. You could be back home.
Home’s wherever you are at the time.
You’re just talking. That doesn’t even mean anything.
It would, he said, if you knew you didn’t have one.
The first time we tugged each other his father was sleeping beside us. They’d cemented
the 610 exit. He’d found himself out of work. It was silent except for the flies above us and Ma
on the porch promising that they’d figure it out.
When Roberto finally gasped I covered his mouth with my free hand. We put our ears to
the screen door, but nothing’d changed outside. Just our mothers sobbing, and the snores
overlaying them, and the Chevys bumping cumbia in the lot across the way.
He’d gotten it all on his jeans, which cracked us both up. They were the one pair he had.
He wasn’t getting another.
That night Ma told my father about their situation. She said we should help. We’d been
fresh once, too. My father said of course we could spot them a loan, and then they could borrow
some dishes from the cupboard. We’d lend them some chairs. The bedroom too. Jan laughed
from her corner, and Ma said it wasn’t funny, we knew exactly what she meant, we were twisting
her words.
Gradually, things began to evaporate from Roberto’s place. I know because I was there. I
watched them go up in smoke.
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But it didn’t stop the two of us. We touched in the park on Rusk. By the dumpsters on
Lamar. At the pharmacy on Woodleigh. We tried his parents’ mattress, once, when his mother’d
stepped out for a cry, and we’d only just finished zipping up when we heard her jiggling the lock.
Eventually, I asked Roberto if maybe this was a bad thing, if maybe his familia was being
punished for our sins, and he asked if I was a brujo, a seer or some other shit.
Shut the fuck up.
But you’re sitting here talking about curses.
I don’t know, I said. Just something. It could be us.
He said he didn’t know anything about that. He’d never been to church.
When they finally disappeared it was overnight and without warning. I only knew it
happened because for once Ma hadn’t slapped me awake.
I palmed open their door, and the mattress was on the floor, but their lamps and their
table and the grocery bags were gone. They took the screws off the doorknobs. The lightbulbs
too. What I found were some socks in a bathroom cabinet.
My father said we’d all paid witness to a parable: if you didn’t stay where you belonged,
you got yourself evicted.
Ma sighed. Jan nodded. Javi cheesed from ear to ear. He’d had his first knife fight, owned
the scars on his elbows to prove it.
The morning before, Roberto’d shown me this crease on my palms. When you folded
them a certain way, your hands looked like a star. Some lady on the bus from San Antonio had
shown him, and he’d called her loco then, but now he was thinking he’d just missed the point.
We huddled in his closet. Our knees scraped the walls. He cupped his hands between us,
asked if I’d found one in mine.
4

I couldn’t see shit, just his outline where the clothes should’ve been, but we squeezed our
palms together and I called it amazing anyways.

5

610 North, 610 West

1.
For a while our father kept this other woman in the Heights. It was tough luck seeing him most
nights at best. He’d snatch his keys from the kitchen counter, nod at all of us at once, spit something
about how he had business to handle, and of course he never thought to tell us what it could be but
we figured it out. We adjusted accordingly.
This was back when Ma’s sisters still checked on her weekly: phone calls after dinner,
drop-insoccasional visits on Sunday. Before they finally cut her off for hooking up with a spic.
They told Ma it was one thing to live with a liar, and another to give him babies, but coming home
to those lies every night was demeaning. They couldn’t accept it. Ma told them they didn’t have
to.
Those first few weeks she waited up for our father, because she didn’t want to see it, and
you know how that goes. At work she kept busy counting tips by the register. Refilling baskets of
silverware. At home, at night, she kept Javi and Jan and I starving while she cleaned the place solo,
6

wiping and mopping and washing the linoleum. Then the four of us sat around bowls full of
whatever’d been left in the kitchen—pots of chicken and chorizo and beans on the burners—and
we’d stare at the plastic with our hands in our laps like they’d show us whoever kept Ma’s man
out in the world.
She’s gotta be white, said Javi. He’s already got a nigger. Otherwise, there’s no fucking
point.
She could be Chinese, I said. Or mixed. She could be like us.
My brother waved that away. He didn’t even look up.
We spent whole days guessing. At what she looked like, where she stayed. Javi swore our
father’s puta was a model. Or an actress. But for the longest time I held out for something more
domestic.
I painted her as a hairdresser. Maybe a dentist. A vet, although a year ago our father’d
drowned the dog because none of us ever walked it. These conversations usually ended up with
Javi smacking me down, pinching the fat on my ribs. Wondering how I could be so stupid.
Whenever summer hit, Ma kept us in the restaurant. Her usual staff begged off, blaming
the lack of AC. Houston’s sun had them out drinking 40s on Navigation, which left Javi and I
sweeping, killing roaches, stomping the tile lining the doorway. Jan disappeared into the
neighborhood for hours, citing work, and then friends, until she stopped giving reasons altogether,
and sSometimes Ma just stood at the register, squinting, watching the two of us, and I’d wonder
whether she saw her sons or replicas of her husband. But it only lasted a minute before her brow
completely settled, and she’d point toward some invisible spot we’d missed right under the table.
Why the fuck would he be tripping over a mutt, said Javi, and when I didn’t have an answer
for that he chalked it up to dumbness.
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She’s definitely white, said Javi. She’s definitely pale all over.
And she’s probably got a fat ass too, he said.
Eventually Ma spoke up. Caught our father in the doorway, called himour father a
wetbackbastard to his face. A wetback. And the one night my brother finally opened his mouth
over breakfast, asking Ma why she didn’t just drop him already, our mother reared back her elbow,
crashing her palm into his cheek, before she settled her fingers right back onto the cutlery.
Javi slumped across the wood, crying into his knuckles. I sat beside him, kicking at the
chair.
It was the last time Ma ever hit him. The one time I’d see him cry. But when our father saw
the bruise in the morning, Javi only told him he’d had a scrap.
We were prepping in the back. Ma was still in bed upstairs. We’d heard the shouts when
he made it home late last night, the fists smacking against the wall.
After enough time had passed that I’d forgotten about the lie, our father asked Javi if he’d
won.
My brother curled his lips, testing the wound with his tongue.
Of course, he said. No doubt.
And our father cracked his wrists, staring into the sink.
Let me tell you a secret, he said. That’s all that really matters.

2.
Nowadays she doesn’t come across as one of those women who dupe themselves, but back then
Ma wore it all on her face. That was the worst thing. You could spot it across the block. And not
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because he left us—that shit could happen to anyone; and it did end up happening tofor us,
eventually—but for the years leading up to it the breakat she thought she’d be the one to reel him
back in.
My father was a handsome man. Wore his skin like a sunburnt peach. He was someone
who could sing, who actually had a voice worth listening to. He’d pace around the restaurant,
beating his stomach like a drum, humming the corridos he’d never taught us way back when. He’d
flip me over his shoulder and carry me away if he found me at the sink, carrying me away,
convinced that it was the last place a boy needed to be.
Es solo para mujeres y maricones, he said, because the real men of the kitchen were out
killing pigs or whatever.
But you, he said, you’re like your old man. Hierba mala nunca muere.
Then he’d droplop me back onto my toes, kicking my ass with the flat of his foot.
Ma said that kind of wildness put boys on the streets. But then our father’d grab her, too.
Back when things were still good you wouldn’t catch them again for hours after that, which left
Javi and I up front, tending to the customers, counting receipts.
But the funny thing is, Ma actually had options—I can’t even tell you how many men
coasted through the doors, interested in her.
Bald and young and old and hooded and thick and loose and hard, they’d whistle me to
their tables. Offer me tips if I reeled her over. Once Ma found out, she told me to always, always
agree—free money didn’t get any easier. Sometimes she even slipped me an extra bill. Then she’d
walk their way, beaming, asking if they’d enjoyed their tacos. Maybe setting a palm on a shoulder.
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Maybe laughing at a joke. And when the conversation turned toward her, and how she was doing,
and how was my father, she’d wrap a hand across her chest, bringing the conversation to an end.
Ma shot all of them down. But never irreparably. Just enough to have them thinking they
were always in striking distance. If they’d paid me more, I could’ve told them it wasn’t worth it—
but tell someone they want an impossible thing and they’ll act like you’ve put out the sun.

3.
Most weekends back then we caught the first bus to the market.
Javi slept in. Jan stayed out. Ma and I rode through East End, past Wayland, over Main,
until we hit 610 headed straight toward Airline. You never saw any other blacks on the line—hair
aside, I usually passed. But Ma looked like the thing that didn’t belong. All the poblanos stared
like we’d touched down from Mars.
One time this guy in an Astros cap actually grabbed her shoulder, told her the route
downtown was the other way, pointing back toward Fannin.
In case you mistake, he said, smiling. His teeth were yellow, chipped around the cheeks.
He clearly meant well. Ma returned the smile. She wrapped her fingers around his hand,
squeezing at the wrist.
Sí claro, she said, pero no tienen lo que estoy buscando.
And the man’s face folded. He sat back down. The rest of the bus shut the fuck up along
with him.
The market’d been around for decades, tucked way out in the Northside, where
motherfuckers were born, lived, and died without coughing a word of English. The whole place
smelled like rotten bananas and smog, and you couldn’t stretch your hands without brushing
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somebody’s junk. But through the elbows in our noses and the sandals stomping our toes, Ma wore
a different face. The one she faked for her suitors.
Only now it was genuine. She really meant that shit. Whenever we hit the first tents, and
their humidity kissed our cheeks, I felt her shoulders drop beside me like this weight had just slid
off her.
She’d flirt with the little man hawking avocados. She cooed her peasant Spanish at the
homeless kids sitting at the edge of the tents. We watched sons chop chickens in the shacks behind
the market, allowing the birds to pirouette in their hands before they finally snapped their necks.
The women at the bakery eventually called her doña, growing warmer once they decided we’d be
regulars.
Mariachis shouted choruses to stragglers in the plaza. My father would’ve groaned, but Ma
nodded along. Like she was the one who’d grown up with it. Bouncing in her flip-flops. Slapping
at her thighs. And, once, this kid actually offered her his hand, and Ma’d smiled slowly, widely,
before she reached out and took it—and then all of a sudden they were dancing, swaying, slipping
and dipping across the sanded patio.
When her laughter finally came, it drenched the crowd. Some vendors on break clapped
along with the bass. I sat on the clay, waiting for her to look back, and when the song came to an
end she did.
We rode the bus home with boxes of vegetables between our legs. Ma stared out the
window while I snoozed, standing in the aisle. The lights downtown glowed way beyond the
highway, and the traffic clogging Shepherd blinked in and out like fireflies.
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When we’d made it back to East End, shuffling through the door, Ma had me promise that
I wouldn’t mention the dance.
I told her I wouldn’t. She pinched my arm until I swore on it.
I told her I’d keep it to myself.
4.
My father was packing himself up from our lives. That was his master plan. He could’ve been
discreet, if he’d wanted, but he didn’t. So he wasn’t. His flaunting was a choice. The audacity
made it deafening.
Clothes disappeared from the laundry. CDs from the shelves. A handful of photos
evaporated from the walls. Even the one I couldn’t help but look at whenever it jumped in my face:
this half-torn Polaroid of Javi and me in the yard.
Someone must’ve taken it when we first bought the restaurant. Back when you could prop
us next to each other without needing a taser. He had me on his shoulders. My heels hit his chest.
Both of us are glowing, smiling like we’d won something.
Ma only shrugged when I asked her where it went. She said everything left eventually.
And I opened my mouth to say that wasn’t what I meant, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I just let it go.
5.
One day, Javi asked Ma if ourthe place was haunted. And it was, in a way. By our father’s other
woman.
It’d nearly been a year, and eEven if we’d never seen her she still floated over the houseour
space. We walked and talked around her. Made room for her at the table. But Ma still asked my
brother if he was the one hawking her shit, and he laughed in her face. He told her garbage didn’t
sell.
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He’d started bringing his own girls back to the restaurant. The ones I’d seen around the
neighborhood—leaning on windowsills, staring out at the road, slumping through dollar marts
with their mothers. Ma raised a single eyebrow toward him, and when he was home, our father
only smiled. Neither of them said shit about it. It was just something that happened.
In the evenings, when the sun still had us grilling on our mattresses, Javi told me where
he’d stuck it, and the noises they made when he did.
On your bed, he said, pointing above the headboard.
Right there, he said, shaking his head, chuckling.
On slow days I heard the low squeaks through the walls. You could smell my brother in
the hallway for hours. Javi never walked them out, but I’d wait until they finished, watching as his
guests smoothed their skirts with their palms.
Most of his girls made a beeline for the door, but a few smiled my way, and one or two
actually stopped to talk. They asked how old I was. Whether I got paid for working at the
restaurant. They asked about my sister, where the fuck did she go all day, and I said I never knew,
that sometimes I forgot she existed. They asked if the restaurant was hiring, and did I think they
could get a job, and when I asked if I’d see them again you’d think I’d cracked the funniest joke.
But when I told them I was Javi’s brother those smiles were as good as gone.

6.
Some days, it looked like our father’d given her up. He’d join us for dinner. He’d beat eggs in the
kitchen. He’d spice the pork with Ma, cracking jokes over her head.
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Mijos, he said, wiping the last of the plates, tell me about your day. Tell me what’s been
going on.
De veras, he said, when he saw we were low on rice. It’s running because it knows your
mother is going to burn it.
Stop fidgeting, he said, settling his fingers into Ma’s shoulders, and they’d stand like that
for hours, or maybe only a couple of minutes.
They actually looked natural. Like a thing that had developed. And Ma fought it at first,
but of course she let him back in.
Still—none of us were used to having him around so often. It was this thing we all had to
adapt to.
One night I asked Javi whether he was for real, whether our father was back. Or was he
just bullshitting.
The building’s AC had broken. We’d drag this busted box fan around the dining room
depending on where customers sat. That left Javi, Jan, and I sopping wet back in our bedrooms,
and the sweat stung my eyes, and our mattresses sank into shallow pools.
It means his puta’s left him, said Javi, which was a big deal since he never used Spanish.
He’d brought two girls back that day, one after the other. Now he was barely awake. I
brushed my toes across a pillow on the other side of his ear. When I asked him how he thought our
father’d fixed things with Ma so fast, he kicked the side of my head.
You think that matters right now?
No, I said.
You learn anything in that crackwhore school you been going to?
Yeah.
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Stop crying, he said. Shut your fucking eyes.
I asked Javi what did matter. He brought his hands to his face.
Idiotas, he said. That’s what you and your mother have in common.
That’s how I know you’re her child, he said.
Our father loved Ma for the rest of the month. He mopped up behind her. Laughed at all
her shitty jokes. He rubbed the tops of her knees when the silence overwhelmed us, and I wanted
to drop a plate or throw a cup or crush his toes.
But after a while, Ma turned stone-faced again.
Her face changed. Whatever he’d shattered hadn’t been completely fixed. Or maybe she
wouldn’t allow him to snap it again because she’d learned her lesson. So just like everything else,
we watched it happen, we rolled with the punches, until one evening, after we’d set our table and
closed the kitchen and settled in, our father looked at all of us, and he puffed up his chest, and he
told us he was going out. Better we didn’t wait up.

7.
When it was finally just Ma and me, and I wasn’t cruising Harrisburg, or stuck in the back room
washing dishes, or out in Montrose fucking boys, I’d sit on one end of the sofa, and Ma’d settle
into the other, and her knees would graze the edge of my thigh as she slept through the drone of
the television. The AC was fixed but sopping. Our walls were still bare. Whatever bullshit we’d
been watching hummed across the room.
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We filled the corners with our silence. It leaked into the hallway. If you didn’t know us
better you might call us content. They’d built the strip mall behind us, and the drunks’ songs rang
through the windows. But mostly we had silence. The kind that seals your ears.
Sometimes Ma’d jolt awake, gazing like I wasn’t there.
Sometimes Ma’d tell stories. Not to me, just to herself.
He was beautiful, she’d say, and I’d mute the television. Then she wouldn’t say anything
else, or who she was talking about, or what she’d meant.
Other times, I’d nod off, and when I woke up she’d be reading my face.
Que?
Nothing.
And I’d close my eyes again.
But when I opened them up, she’d still just be staring.

8.
He brought me with him once. Don’t ask me why.
Javi was out whoring and Ma’d been saddled with the night rush when my father stepped
halfway out the door and told me to grab the keys.
He looked just as confused as I did when I handed them over. It was the same look he gave
me when he watched me in the kitchen, or when he played dumb around Ma, or after Javi’d beaten
my ass. Como un pato, he’d say, shaking his head, cracking his wrists, but now there was none of
that. Now my father was waiting on me.
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East of 610 was clogged with commuters. It made the trip west more or less uneventful.
He didn’t ask how I was doing, or whether the air was too much for my face, but after I’d started
to play with the radio he stopped me at a slow cumbia.
You like this kind of music, he asked.
I didn’t, but. But I nodded.
Of course, he said, grinning. Your mother does too.
The block we pulled onto was cleaner than ours. It had alleys and potholes, but there were
blancos too. They tinkered with their yards. Walked dogs and checked mail. Some of them sat on
their porches like gardenias. I looked at my father, like maybe he had some explanation, but he sat
choking the steering wheel. Eyes on the road.
We pulled in front of this little blue stucco and stopped the car.
For a minute I thought we’d pull right back out again.
But then my father opened the door. He asked what the fuck I was waiting for.
Javi and I had figured she’d be taller than Ma. Maybe a little slimmer. Blonde, with curly
hair. Javi said she probably had a condo by Reliant, and I pictured her with two boys, brothers,
just like us, and a daughter out in the world, and a smile like nothing anyone’d ever seen in this
life. And Javi called that stupidity—why would he leave home just to go home?—but eventually
we decided that was a minor detail.
I guess that’s all to say that I don’t know what I expected. But when she opened the door,
what I felt was disappointment.
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She was darker than Ma. She wasn’t black. Her hair was too long. Her hips were too wide.
She had this funny nose, and her arms were a little fat, and she was plain—plainer than plain,
enough to leave me blinking.
But she looked comfortable. That’s the word for it.
That is what distinguished her.
When my father moved to hug her, she took him with one hand. She kept her eyes on me.
She asked who I was. Before I could answer, my father called me his nephew.
He said he was babysitting. A favor to his sister.
I wanted this woman not to be a fool, or to at least ask for follow-up, but all she did was
smile.
She bent and touched my cheek. Asked if I wanted anything to drink. My father looked me
in the face like I better not be thirsty, so I told her I wasn’t. She smiled at that too.
Her walls were bright yellow like she lived in a preschool. Candles of the Virgin were all
over the place. Nothing looked too expensive, but it wasn’t tacky either, and that reminded me of
Ma. This was one thing that they shared.
They sat me in her living room, said they’d be back in a minute. But then an hour passed.
And then another one after that.
Her shelves were cluttered: empty coffee containers, pencils, old envelopes, keychains,
bills, mugs, wine bottles, and coins. Plants hung in front of the windows, swaying above fans. The
wood creaked beneath me as I stepped around the living room;it was a familiar sound, but that
didn’t make anything better.
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I found a photo by the bathroom of her when she was younger. Smiling in the arms of two
other men. They could’ve been her brothers, but maybe they weren’t, and they stood in other
pictures, too: smiling in a jungle, or hunched with a group in a parking lot, or huddled over a cake
in a crowd at a restaurant, and that’s when I saw the one of Javi and me, the picture I’d been
looking for for fuck knew how long.
I’d given up on it. It’d been missing forever. And I was just about to snatch it when I heard
the door open.
The woman came out in a slip. She wasn’t hiding anything. She floated right past me, filled
some glasses with water, handed me one.
You look thirsty, she said. You should’ve said something earlier.
I thanked her, thinking she’d leave.
She settled beside me, crossing her legs.
She smelled like cinnamon. No makeup or anything else.
How is your mother? she said, and I fumbled with my tongue.
Fine.
That’s good.
She thinks so, too.
I’m sure, she said, frowning.
It must be tough, she said. With you and the others.
I made a face, and she smiled.
Your brother and sister, she said.
Oh, I said.
I sipped from my glass. She watched me, smiling, growing warmer in her cheeks.
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You know, your father’s a funny man, she said.
Sometimes, I said.
Really, she said. He is. You’ll see it when you’re older.
It’s just one of those things, she said. You know someone as well as you can. And then
they say something that surprises you. It catches you off guard.
It’s an easy thing to get used to, she said. You miss it when it’s gone.
I looked at this woman, in her slip, and her comfort, and I wanted to slap her. I wanted to
hug her.
Then my father moaned from the bedroom, a sound I’d never heard before.
The woman set a palm on her face. Like, what could we do. She told me her house was my
house. When I was thirsty, I shouldn’t hesitate.
Then she grabbed the other glass. She slipped out of the living room. I heard a lock click
and I didn’t see her again.
When the door finally opened again, I’d fallen asleep. It was just my father. He shook me
awake. He didn’t say a word, but he nodded toward the car, and I patted my pocket with the photo
and then we were gone.

9.
Ma was at the table when we made it back. My father stepped around her, and she didn’t even
blink.
Mijo, she said.
I sat at the table beside her. My father opened his mouth, but then closed it. He disappeared.
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Ma asked me if I’d eaten.
I said I wasn’t hungry.
Ma asked if I felt sick.
I told her I didn’t.
She kept one hand on my forehead, rubbing my face with her other one, and I couldn’t
meet her eyes. I couldn’t do that for anything.
Eventually she told me I should probably get to bed.
And I should too, she said, but she sounded less sure.
Back in our room, Javi smoked with the window open. The breeze was the first one we’d
gotten all summer. I had already tossed my shirt, and rolled onto the mattress. I willed my eyes to
sleep when he sat on my head. He grinded his knuckles into my chest.
So, he said, what’d she look like?
I shut my eyes a little tighter. I asked who he meant. He sighed, like what he wanted to do
was break my legs.
You know, he said. The slut.
I squinted into his thigh. My brother was getting older. Had hair creeping up his cheeks
and down the sides of his ankles. A few months later, one of his girls would end up pregnant, and
I’d only find out after she came around looking for him. Of course she wouldn’t keep it, and he’d
sulk through the house for weeks, but after that Javi was back to fucking whoever whenever.
She was beautiful, I said.
Yeah?
A real belleza. Just like you said.
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No shit, said Javi. No fucking wonder.
White? he asked.
Like you said.
And her tits, said Javi. They were huge, right?
Right.
Fuck, said Javi. No wonder.
He sat on the mattress, kneading my shoulder, lost in thought. I could smell the smoke on
his shirt. I tried keeping it in my lungs, but I couldn’t do it. It slipped out just like everything else.
Then Javi stood up. Grabbed his cigarettes by the window. Once he’d pulled one for
himself, he waved the box at me.
I shook my head.
Pussy, he said.
10.
After we left the woman’s house we didn’t say much of anything, but I would not see her again
and my father would not go back. I don’t know where the fuck she went.
We made it out of the Heights but we didn’t take the highway. My father inched the ar
from block to block, running every other stop sign. We drove by the bayou on White Oak and over
the bridge on Westheimer, and halfway down the East End overpass I noticed he’d been staring at
me.
Que, I said.
No importa.
No. Tell me.
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I knew he might smack me for talking smart. He’d turn it into a lecture on respect, or
minding the ones that brought you into the world.
But he didn’t do any of that. He kept his eyes on the road.
Then he let out a low whistle.
It doesn’t matter, he said. Está bien.
Just remember that, he said. Either way, it’s alright.
And I didn’t know what that meant. And I didn’t ask him either.
We took the feeder down to Wayland. We slammed the car doors shut in front of the house.
The porch lights had been dimmed, but you could still smell the oil from the stove.
Está bien, he said, and then one more time, and then we opened the door, and we were
home.
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Wayside

Javi and his boy Rick sold smoke on the court. This was after our father left, but before my
brother enlisted. They usually pulled just enough to make it worth their while, and their clientele
were the usual suspects, güeros toking up after class, suits stocking up for the weekend. But
every once in a while their plug would spot them extra weight, just enough for Javi to bring back
to Ma’s restaurant.
Our patrons knew the score. They knew Ma ran the place on fumes. We were always
short on rent, always out of everything on the menu. Even if they were my father’s friends, they
knew he’d bailed on them too.
They paid Javi the street price. It got us from month to month. And it worked until Ma
finally caught him dealing at the register.
She kept cool at first. She let him get his money. But that night she popped him, spitting
all of her Spanish at once.
Javi called it all for a higher cause. We’d start a little savings, enough to fix the place up.
Maybe coat some paint on the walls, buy her a couple of dresses. But Ma only said if he kept
fucking around he could pack his shit and follow his dad.
Rick laughed when I told him a few days later. He ruffled my hair, said life really wasn’t
that hard.
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He was cool with Ma. He looked her in the eye. Rick was taller than Javi, the most lightskinned out of all of us, and he carried himself like all of kindness in a bottle.
He told Javi it didn’t matter. He’d spot us some cash on his own. No reason to have the
señora strung out over bullshit.
But Javi told him to cool it. He said Rick wasn’t family.
That’s what it is to be a man, said Javi. Entiendes? You do what the fuck you have to for
your own.
And Rick just put his hand on my shoulder, shaking his head like, Whatever.
He wasn’t really a hood, but niggers still saw him around the block. Rick lived a block
off Wayside, with his aunts and this girl he was fucking. He was always on the verge of getting
out of the drug thing. Someday a door would open, and he’d swoop right out of that life. But Javi
told me how, once, someone’d gotten too close, and Rick broke the dude’s jaw with his own ten
fingers.
Except it’s one of those stories I could never believe. Rick scored me shakes off the
dollar menu. Brought me tamales wrapped by his tias. He taught me how to whistle, cut my
splinters out with his switchblade, and he never got on me about being a dumbass.
Once, on a slow day, Javi called him a pato. A know-nothing faggot. We were watching
from a park bench. Sometimes they hit this square on Palmer and Sherman, for the moms, and
Rick was waving his hands at some whitelady like he’d just finished trimming her shrubs.
I told Javi to take it back. I told him to shut his mouth.
My brother got all wide-eyed like he was about to beat my ass. But he didn’t. He just said
I didn’t know anything at all.
Pero yo sé un maricon cuando lo veo, he said. Yo sé.
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And you will too, he said. Just watch.

Meanwhile—back at home, cash at the restaurant was tight. Ma even cooled off a little about the
pot.
Then one of Javi’s deals went wrong, and some boys knocked him up with a bat. He was
mouthing off, doing his Javi thing, and they simply hadn’t felt like hearing it. It took him off the
court for a month. Had everyone on the block calling him Rambo.
Which put us in a bind. He and Rick had a good thing going, but no way could one
handle the weight without the other.
Rick said not to worry, he told Javi he’d ask around.
But my brother called that unacceptable. He told Rick it wasn’t his place.
So you’d rather run your brother out of a house on some nonsense?
Watch your mouth, cabrón. You don’t know shit about it.
I know you’re being a fool, said Rick.
And Javi opened his mouth, but then he closed it right back up.
I don’t actually remember how I suggested I should deal, just the silence between them,
and Javi’s laughter afterwards. Rick had this look like are you fucking kidding me, but when no
one spoke up I said it’d be too easy.
Their buyers knew my face. I’d been watching them score for a couple years. Their only
other option was to bring someone else in, someone off the court, which wasn’t about to happen.
We were sprawled on the stoop lining Rick’s front porch. My brother’s cheeks looked
like a pair of bruised peaches. He chewed on his gums, frowning out at the road, and when a
voice called for Rick he nudged the door shut with his toe.
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Javi called it plausible. He’d heard shittier ideas. Rick called it fucked that we were
considering it at all.
If he wants to drop his huevitos, I say let we him, said Javi. He’s been mooching long
enough. It’s been a long time coming.
Rick told him he was bugging, he said it wasn’t right, and Javi sat up and he spat and said
the only one tripping was me.

So the next week I was out there. The afternoon was cool. Rick’d given me a hoodie, this red
thing torn at the elbows. The court wasn’t packed, just the usual still life in motion: grownass
niggers macking on girls, stiffs hooping on the rims. Rick got most of the traffic, he touched all
of the hands, but every now and again someone shuffled over to me.
I was Javi for the day. Spoke with my hands unless I was spoken to. One guy just shook
his head, like wasn’t I still a baby, and I said if he wanted to get his fix it was none of his fucking
business.
By the end of the day we’d pulled the money for rent and a little for the next month too.
That night, the two of them stole me a 40, and they carried me halfway drunk across Leeland.
Javi said I had huevos. A fucking man’s huevos. Rick just laughed at that, swinging me
higher on his shoulders.
My legs wouldn’t work. I couldn’t tell right from down. But none of that shit mattered. I
couldn’t stop smiling.
It’s the baby face, said Javi. It brought all the bitches in.
He’s a natural, said Rick, but not like it was a good thing.
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When my brother slipped inside the CVS for a six-pack, Rick and I stooped by the
dumpsters facing Polk. Traffic had started its descent downtown. Between the cat-calls on the
road and the bass screaming down from I10, Rick gave me a squint before he spat on the
concrete.
Nice job today.
Thanks, I said.
You needed this, he said. Now you know what it’s like.
I already knew.
But now you really know.
I didn’t see what that meant. I was too fucked to care. I smiled at Rick, chipped a fist
across his shoulder.
But he shrugged it off. He spat again.
I asked him what was up, what the hell was his problem, and when Rick bent down I felt
his breath on my ear lobes.
It felt like electricity. Like somebody’d gone and woken me up.
He said I was better than this. I should be better than this.
But you have to let yourself, he said. These fuckers won’t do it for you.
Javi slumped out with the beer, shouting something about screwing the cashier. He
grabbed Rick’s shoulder, and Rick gave Javi’s a squeeze.
Something important had happened. Something had changed. But I didn’t know what, so
I tore a can from the plastic.
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A couple months later Rick was blown up on the court. Shots all over his face, and his arms, and
his back.
I wasn’t there, I couldn’t tell you for sure, but I heard he’d been making the last of his
rounds.
Javi and I ended up passing through the wake. Ma came too, in this dress way too much
for mourning. She talked up Rick’s mother while we stood in the back, with all of the aunts and
this girl laced in black. She had hazel eyes, with this crazy look on her face, and when they
finally opened the casket she wailed like a parrot.
When we made it to the body, my brother snatched my hand. He made me touch Rick’s
face. He told me this was what happened to fags.
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Shepherd

1.

Gloria blew through our lives on a Wednesday, and our mother told us to treat her like pottery, to
not ask questions, to creep around the house like ants before their queen. Our mother, who
returned grape bunches over single sourings; who’d shipped my sister Jenna to Tech with a knife
in her pillowcase; who’d slipped into this country, this home, her life, on the whim of a fortuneteller, from the markets of Tank Hill, along the western coast of Negril, after she’d told her,
peasant to peasant, that good things came to women who looked to the shore. This premonition
cost her four American dollars, and if you asked my mother now you’d think she was still pissed
off about it. So Gloria (thought my mother) was following a manifest destiny, universal to her
people (our people), ubiquitous to her heritage (my heritage)—although she may not have said
this in so many words, or even at all, if I’m honest.

2.
We’d heard about our cousin. It was the usual family circus. We knew she was coming from
Kingston, after bouncing from Mandeville to Ochi to Portmore. She’d fled to South Beach, I
think, after the island became inhospitable, back when the last thing you could hope for in Miami
was hospitality. She’d been a student in Jamaica, once, and then a mother, briefly, and then
(most scandalously) a prostitute, one of those women who open their legs for soursop (my
mother’s words again). We heard she’d had a baby on the island, a little boy named Dylan, and
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they’d had to cut him out, which island doctors are loathe to do; but then the baby died, from
sepsis, or pneumonia, one of those things that occasionally happens to babies in some countries
but never in others; and this, above all, was why she’d left the Carribean, why was coming to see
us; for a change of scenery, some time away, a chance to slow things down.

3.
Our family moved, again, after my father landed the promotion. He recruited for an oil mogul
downtown, and the mogul had finally struck oil. Our new place sat on Shepherd and Willowick,
in the middle of River Oaks, Houston’s oasis for new money, but the only differences I could
pick out were the paint, the veranda, the sofas choked in shrink wrap. Which my mother said
made me ungrateful. Which she called another reason to welcome Gloria (the beloved) home—
as a woman who’d been through It, someone who appreciated a rough time.
Jenna said that’s all Jamaica was: a rough time. Four months at Tech/in Lubbock/upstate
had made my sister sharp. Now she smoked kush with the windows open; she’d read Les Fleurs
du Mal unabridged; she wore tight red pants and Sonic Youth tees, but never around our mother
and always after dark. She fucked white boys from the corner store and left them in her bed. I
caught one, once, checking his phone on the comforter, and when he finally saw me peeking I
did my best to look indifferent.
You wouldn’t know a rough time if it pissed on you, said my mother, nodding towards
our father, who raised an empty Shiner as he nodded towards the television. He’d been to
Jamaica twice. Pale, and graying, still broad-shouldered, even then, the second time around he
made it back to the States with a wife.
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Grow up and have babies, Chris, said my mother. Then you’ll see.
Let one of them quit on you, she said. Then you’ll see.
And she looked to me for confirmation, which I gave.

4.
In the airport, Gloria’s dress glowed a shade of margarita. Her sandals smacked. You could see
the tops of her ankles as she hovered towards baggage claim. She hugged the aunt she’d heard so
much about, slid into the arms of her handsome American uncle. Jenna had opted out of the
airport, promising a meal when we made it back home—but, really, I knew she was roasting a
bowl, yakking on the phone with one of her tricks around the block.
When Gloria reached me, she bent to squeeze my ears.
And your name is, she said, in patois thick enough to knock on.
I’d never in my life seen an actual whore (according to Jenna), a night worker (my
father), or a calf in the wilderness (who else), so I looked her in the eyes for the thing that made
it so; but all I saw was just some lady.
Long hair. Tall heels.
I told her my name was Chris and she was pretty, and she smiled like mandolins ringing.

5.
Now that I’ve rolled around and had some lovers I can tell you a secret: the difference between
people with the wildness in them, and people like us, is you usually can’t tell until it’s past too
late. It’s just too much a hidden part of them. Days and months and years’ll pass before a person
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reveals themselves—and then all of a sudden they’ve fucked the postman, or left the gas on, or
stuck their hands in your child’s pants.

6.
Jenna met us at the door. My mother told her to fetch the bags. One thing my sister hadn’t
forgotten in Lubbock was the kitchen—how to bring a grouper back to life on the stove—and we
smelled the ocean from the driveway, and we moved a little quicker for it. She nodded at Gloria
on her way out, and it was a look I’d grown acquainted with: I Will Tolerate You Out of
Necessity, And Not A Second Longer Than Required. But what Gloria did was grab her wrist.
She looked her in the nose.
You have, said Gloria, the most beautiful eyes.
It was the first time in years that I’d heard Jenna stammer. She thanked her cousin. She
said she was tired. There’d been loads to cook, a house to clean, preparations to make, et cetera,
but even if we couldn’t smell her stash from the driveway, I saw it in the curve of Gloria’s lips.
Funny, said Gloria. Must be rough being a student.
When she finally let her go, my sister actually exhaled.

7.
We ate at the table. The kitchen, like the rest of the house, was what our father called a “work in
progress,” with the walls all moon yellow and spice pink and lime green, weighed down by
Matisse and Tintoretto and El Greco prints. Paintings were my parents’ thing—a new one
materialized every few months.
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Gloria stopped in front of the Greco—the one where Christ’s holding the cross, eyes
peeled back like he’s taking a piss—and when she asked my father if he’d seen the original, he
stared, for a solid second, waiting for the punch line.
It didn’t come.
He said he hadn’t.
It’s beautiful, said Gloria, almost as pretty as the Ugolino de Sienna.
His eyes were still bugging when my mother reached the table; and Gloria lit up. She said
the one thing she hadn’t expected from Jenna was a plateful of plantain. My mother couldn’t
have glowed any brighter, because we’d been eating the damn dish for all of my life, it was one
of her childhood staples, she’d forced Jenna to learn the recipe back when my sister till gave a
shit and not one of us had ever spoken in favor of it (if anything, it made us sick).
Yes, she smiled. We were away from the island in body, but never in heart. Certainly not
for dinner.
Gloria nodded, and my father smirked, and Jenna glowered from her corner of the table.
She asked to be excused. Our mother laughed a single Ha.
Rudeness, she said, the girl leaves for school like a princess and comes back a pig; and
Jenna barked at that, she said it wasn’t like she was the only one; and it was almost the start of
another Household Uprising, until Gloria coughed, and smiled, and explained that she, too, had
been Punk.
Besides, said Gloria, life is long. Let your daughter live it while she can.
Standing slowly, my cousin gripped the table, for support, and then, apropos of nothing,
or maybe in rebellion of it, Gloria, mouth full of grouper, kissed my father on his lips.
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8.
I remember my father puckering.
And I remember my mother’s face.
And Gloria waved to the rest of us, starting her long limp upstairs.
And we sat unspeaking, with the refrigerator’s hum in the foreground, until Jenna reared
back, slowly, and laughed.

9.
Gloria grew up in Kingston, and lived there until she couldn’t, until it became something like a
warzone, when it turned into what it is now. Her parents passed for intellectuals on the island—
teaching literature at UWI—and my cousin grew up on wood floors, with Ravel and Mahler
conducting the apartment. She took her first steps on paperbacks lining the rugs—on the face of
Javier Marias, on the back of Derek Walcott—and even as Jamaica’s knees began to buckle,
under narcotics, under voodoo politics, and the sidewalks began to choke with the homeless, the
drugged, and the cracked out, her parents held her close, filled her ears with what comfort they
could. She grew up loved. She never forgot that.
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But, eventually, her folks got caught up too. Slowly at first. And then all of a sudden. The
money for the coke came from money for their clothes, and then the money for their bills, and
then the money for their apartment.
Later on, Gloria told me she hadn’t been upset but even walking to the library became a
burden, a needless risk. Kingston had begun to swallow itself. She was risking her life for poems.
And she felt herself sinking, whether or not she was in the house, parents prone on the floor,
noses crusty from yesterday’s binge.
Even still, they had to eat. So Gloria became the breadwinner. She was fifteen, with
nothing like a marketable skill, but there are always ways to make some bank in the Caribbean if
you’re young and beautiful and willing.
She knew some girls who worked the resorts. They knew some girls who weren’t
opposed to another player.
Gloria started working the cruise ports. Businessmen and bachelors and newlyweds,
mostly, but occasionally she’d find herself an islander, a big man with a little extra cash, and
these were the ones she passed on to the next girl, because they reminded her of something she
didn’t want to think about. But, despite everything, she found time to read—she spent some of
the money she was saving for a lifeline on books. She hit the resorts; she discovered Milton; she
worked the coast; she discovered Rimbaud; she bought some heels; she discovered Babel; she
took care of her skin; she discovered Rumi; she tried not to catch the clap; she discovered
Borges; she caught the clap; she discovered Allende; she waited it out; she discovered Plath; she
tried not to catch anything else. There’d been a baby named Dylan, she’d named him after the
poet; but one day Dylan died, and of course she couldn’t find the father. She couldn’t even have
guessed what he looked like.
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10.
Our mother didn’t retaliate after the kiss. This confused me. It disrupted a logical sequence of
events. I remember when she spat on the grocer in Sharpstown, because he’d refused to accept an
expired coupon for bananas. I remember when my father failed to replace the bedroom’s air
filters, and she’d stuffed them in herself, and he’d had to phone a repairman. I remember when
Jenna first left for college, after the crying and the hugging and the promise of weekly visits; and
how, after she hadn’t called, for the second Sunday in a row, my mother rode the nine hour bus
to Lubbock to ask what, specifically, was the problem. But on that evening, and every other night
for the next few months, all she did was grin.
Gloria’s still smelling the sand, she said.
I was wild when I was her age too, she said.
All it takes is a little time, she said; but my father stayed out of Gloria’s way—he’d
shiver a little when she slipped into the room.

11.
But Gloria’s presence wasn’t a burden. My cousin was supposed to be kicking her feet up—that
was the point of her stay. And since she didn’t ask for much at all, sometimes I even forgot about
her. She slept in the guest room, although my mattress was what she’d been promised, but she
never called out me on it. Gloria said it didn’t matter. She could fit just about anywhere. And
Jenna didn’t doubt it; she said that vermin would always adapt.
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In fact, Gloria said, I should sleep at the foot of her bed, or I should at least bring in a
sleeping bag, that she wouldn’t mind the company.
My father was skeptical. He simply frowned when she suggested this. But my mother
called it a Good Idea: I could act as a runner, could keep Gloria off her feet.
So I shook the cobwebs off some blankets from the attic, and after my first night on the
floor Gloria told me didn’t need a runner, or assistance, or whatever, because she just wanted
company. She needed someone else to talk to, it made her think less of her son.

12.
Going into the summer, I’d had my own plans: we’d entered that part of July where the days
begin to swallow themselves. The houses in our neighborhood fit together like box tops, with
their pastel reds and blues and whites, and I rode bikes with Anwar Baz and Jeff Tan and Kyle
Okri, blazing past porch stoops manned by the daughters we deified. Every once in a while, one
of us got bold, asking if they had any ice water inside. We’d already talked about making it past
the porch. What we’d do if they let us in, if they asked us to pull it out. This was the summer we
were going to get laid, to touch and to suck and to fuck, if they let us. Eventually Anwar snagged
some condoms from his brother, but of course we had nowhere to put them. We tried our hand at
a dime of weed (courtesy of Jeff’s older sisters downtown) but I spent that evening lost inside of
myself, marveling at all of the space in my head no one had taken the time to tell me about.

13.
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With my father negotiating vendors downtown, and my mother scouring the foreclosures for
bargains, we mostly had the house to ourselves. Jenna and Gloria struck up a truce: if one shared
her books, then the other would shut her mouth. Jenna holed up in her room with Bobby from the
supermarket, and Rafa from the gas station, and Jacob from the pool. And despite clear
instructions from her island doctor to stay in one place, to stop moving so goddam much, Gloria
found ways to get out and about, from the porch, to the living room, to the sidewalks lining the
cul-de-sac. No one knew she was gone until she finally came back.

14.
Some days Gloria told me stories. She told me about the red-light district in Kingston. About the
palms in Ocho Rios, which bent inwards like arches. About how roads sank in the hill country,
how she’d found jewelry in the mud. She told me about trips to London, to São Paulo, to New
York, and how the World Trade Center Memorial had made her feel mortal, like she didn’t
matter at all. She told me about beaches in Antigua where babies drank the water. About the
seagulls in Haiti, how she’d fed them, how they’d thanked her.
In the mornings she brewed coffee and read. It was the only time that she glowed. She’d
start with my father’s Business Affairs, and my mother’s outdated Oprah’s; after lunch, she’d
slip into Jenna’s shelves, with the Bolaño and the Woolfe and the Calvino and the Foucault. She
flipped through Chekhov. She nosed through Tanikawa. She threw a long-lost copy of Huck Finn
at the wall.
She asked me for highlighters and underlined everything. She read beautifully, deeply. I
don’t know how else to describe it.
39

One day, she was roaming through Rilke and found something so lovely, that she had to
tell someone about it; something about perception and confinement. I finally asked her what she
got out of reading these books by old dead men, what the words on the page had anything to do
with her. The kind of question an idiot asks. But she took it seriously, she pursed her lips.
It’s just another way to talk to the dead, she said.
It’s another way to make a way, she said.

15.
She finally brought up Dylan on a walk. Okri had skittered away on his bike, down the road and
into the skyline, because Anwar and Jeff had made it past the porch, but not us. We hadn’t seen
much of them lately. Gloria asked me who Okri was, and I called him a friend, my friend, and
Gloria smiled, nodding, and in a tone of voice that I will never forget she insisted that she
understood, even if I didn’t yet, and then she squeezed my knuckles.
Dylan was underweight, she explained, but the doctor told me he’d grow.
Light like you (and here she prodded my stomach), or maybe more like your father.
Like his dad, I asked, and she agreed, but more like me.
His fingers were this big, she said.
I pushed my thumb through the circle she’d made, pointing towards the road and the city
it led to.
The nurse said he cried too much, she said, but really he was laughing. That’s it. All he
ever did was laugh.
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I told her she could have another baby, and she frowned—the first one I’d ever actually
seen on her face. She said it probably wouldn’t happen. She said her body couldn’t take it (or
maybe that she couldn’t take it).
I knew I’d lost her, so I tried to backtrack: I said her son would’ve been a real man, the
kind I would’ve looked up to, and she said, Yes, he would’ve been, and I knew that I’d done
something Good.

16.
July was on its way out when my father got the second raise. The mogul had struck gold, again,
and his profits trickled down to the lowest rung. We braced ourselves for another move but my
father said no, what we ought to do was wait; the neighborhood was nice, or at least nice enough.
Besides, we had a house guest, supposedly on bed rest, and what were we as a family if not
considerate of others. My mother made vague noises of taking a trip, swooping through Jamaica
for the first time in years, but these were just words, we knew that they wouldn’t, she hadn’t
touched its soil since she’d taken off from the tarmac.

17.
One day, Okri and I spent an afternoon in the bayou. We walked the length of the neighborhood
to reach it, until we crossed the freeway, where we had to wade through the muck in our
sneakers. He suggested we take our shoes off, because of course they were getting filthy, the
water was full of shit, and then we were stepping through it, soaking the rest of our clothes. We
were sopping, really; so slowly, categorically, we began to strip: first our pants, as we stepped
through the stream, then our shirts, once we’d found ourselves tangled in vines, until we were
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wading through the water in our shorts, with the highway above us, where we reached a clearing
beneath an overpass. And Okri and I laughed, just at the sight of each other. Our clothes were
irreparable. We smelled like shit. And we decided, or we came to the conclusion, that we should
grope one another, tenderly, and then furiously; and we did this, wordlessly, touching without
kissing; and when he’d finished, and I’d finished, he made a joke about the cars going by above
us, something banal, but necessary if we were to survive the walk back.
And that’s what we did. We picked up our shit and we walked back.
We made it home to the neighborhood, and we slipped into sneakers, and we never talked
about it then, or since.

18.
I spent the next few days in a funk. My mood was indistinguishable to my parents (I was already
pretty quiet most days, compounding that silence meant nothing whatsoever) and Jenna didn’t
care much one way or the other. One morning, eating an egg sandwich at the table, I began to
shake, my toes first, my legs, until the chills made their way to my fingers, and Jenna watched
me from the counter, said I’d never get any ass if I stayed so fucking weird.
Gloria noticed. She was starting to get better. She’d mentioned buying her return ticket
soon. She’d make a go of it back on the island, she said, it was time to start planning ahead; but
my mother told her not to think anything of it—she really wasn’t a burden. When Gloria asked
me what was wrong, I told her nothing, nothing at all, but in a way that implied that everything
was, in fact, very wrong, that the most wrong thing had occurred, that wrong had become my
reality.
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19.
A few evenings later, I knew what I had to do. Gloria and I slept in the guest room, on the other
side of the house from my parents. She slept late and she read, and sometimes she told stories,
and other times she just cried herself to sleep, but on this particular night I asked her to tell me
about her work. She looked at me as if I were joking, or maybe it was because she hoped I was
joking, but I wasn’t. I wasn’t. I told her I wanted to know.
She said she wasn’t sure if she knew what I was asking. I really should go back to bed.
I said that my mother had called her a whore. A prostitute. A soursop woman.
That if what my mother said was true, then the least she could do was prove it.
We wore the same look on our faces, one of disbelief; that these words were even
forming in my mind, that they were leaving my mouth, that they were in the air between us, the
air we’d come to think of as our own, shared.
But it wasn’t, and they were, and I kept talking. I said terrible things.
I said the books and the trinkets and the family, my family, that she thought were her
escape were no escape at all.
I said she felt like she had to escape because she had no escape.
I said her son was better off without her, that she was better off without a son.
When I’d finished she asked me if that was all. If it was, she said, then she was tired.
She’d like to go to sleep. She said I should go to my room, my real room, and when I stood up to
leave she said to shut the door behind me.
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20.
From that evening on, I was ashamed.
I no longer slept on the floor. I left every room that Gloria entered, sat silently at our
table. My mother slapped me, once, for ignoring my cousin at dinner, and my father asked,
twice, if anything was wrong (I don’t remember my response). Jenna didn’t broach my behavior,
because I wasn’t Jenna’s problem, and even when I’d considered clueing her in I ended up
changing my mind.
And then, one evening, Gloria slipped into my room. I wasn’t sure what time it was, it
could’ve been one or four, one of those hours when it no longer makes a difference. She asked
me what was wrong, and I didn’t reply. She asked me again what was wrong, and I pretended to
snore. She asked me what was wrong, and she touched my shoulder, and I told her I was broken.
She asked me what that meant, and I didn’t say anything to that, I opened my eyes and looked
right at her, or I looked right past her, because I couldn’t see anything at all.
We sat there in silence; as she held my shoulder and I looked past her, and then she told
me that she understood. Or that she didn’t understand, not really, but she understood enough.
She placed her hand on my knee, and I watched it sit there, not moving, until it began to
rise, until it reached my thigh, and then it rose higher, until she was touching my cheek, and she
was looking at my face, and then we were kissing, and then it was both of her hands, and we
looked through each other, deeply, because she was no longer on the edge of the mattress, she’d
maneuvered herself on top of me, she’d slipped some of me inside of her, and she told me to
look up, to look into her eyes, and I couldn’t do it, it wouldn’t work, I started crying, my god,
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until she finally set her ear on my shoulder and told me everything would be fine, everything
would be okay, it would all turn out okay.

21.
About a month later, Gloria flew back to Kingston. Jenna didn’t see her off this time either. My
sister was packing for her own return, and she gave Gloria the roughest of nods, and my cousin
wished her well in all of her future endeavors. I didn’t show my face—I told everyone I was sick.
My mother told me this didn’t matter, I didn’t know when I’d see Gloria again and I needed to
come out right now and say goodbye, but my father said to leave me alone, it wouldn’t make
anything better, and besides, I only felt that way because I loved her. This, he said, was obvious.
I remember watching Gloria step into the van from the driveway, and she waved from
inside the car, and eventually I waved back. She’d left a book for me on her bed; she’d written
something in it, she told me I’d know when to read it. But I didn’t read it then. And then the
book was lost. And I left home, and I came back, and when it was finally time or when I thought
it was finally time, it wasn’t there to open, and whatever she’d written had disappeared. I asked
my mother where she’d put that book, where the fuck it could’ve gone, and she said there were
so many books in the house she had no way of knowing for sure. She told me to calm down. It
couldn’t have been that important.
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Lot

1.
Javi said the only thing worse than a junkie father was a faggot son. This was near the beginning
of the end, after one of my brother’s marathon binges out in the world; a week or two before he
took the bus to Georgia for basic. His friends carried him home from the bars off Commerce, had
him slinking around Houston like a stray. Since Ma had taken to locking the door it was on me to
let him back in.
At first, she hit him. Asked was he trying to kill her. Was he trying to break her heart.
Later on she took to crying. Pleading.
Then, months later, came the clawing. The reaching for his eyes like a pair of stubborn
life rafts.
But near the end Ma just stared. Wouldn’t say a word.
Javi sat on my bed when he told me this. Smelling fresh like he’d just been born.
I asked what he meant, and he looked at me, the first time I think he’d ever really looked
at me before.
He told me it didn’t matter. It wasn’t important.
He told me to go back to sleep.
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2.
Ma’d planned on leaving the restaurant to all of us, but then everyone else split and it came down
on me. So I slice and I marinate and un-sleeve the meat. Pack it in aluminum. Load the pit, light
the fire. The pigs we gut have blue eyes. They start blinking when you do it, like they’re having
flashbacks or something, but after nineteen years of practice one carcass just feels like the next.
Way back when, Ma made Jan responsible for that, for prepping the beef with paprika
and pepper, for drowning the carp with the rest of our voodoo, but then my sister met her white
boy, Tom—working north Alief construction, way the fuck out of East End—and he stuffed
enough of himself inside her to put her in bed with a kid. Which brought our staff to two. Just me
and Javi.
Neither of us gave a shit about cooking, but we both cared about eating. So Ma had us
wrapping beef in pastries, silverware in napkins. Javi taught me how to dice a shrimp without
getting nicked. He plucked bills from pockets, cheesing like his life depended on it, and, since he
was already nineteen, I followed his lead, wholly obdurate, until Ma finally caught me with the
fifties in my sock.
For which Javi took the blame. Ma leered him down a solid ten minutes before she told
him to leave, to pack his shit, to go, to never come back. And he did it.
He went.
Joined the Marines. Sent postcards from brighter venues.

Now it’s just me in the back. Packing aluminum in paper bags. Setting the ovens to just under a
crisp. Ma pokes her head in when there’s time—the one thing we have too much of—just to ask
me if I’ve got it. If everything’s under control.
47

And the answer’s always, always no.
But of course you can’t say that.

3.
Come morning I’m in the kitchen around eight. Ma’s counting bills, twisting rubber into bundles.
Good night, she asks, and I say, Yeah, same as always.
She’ll nod like she knows what the fuck I’m talking about. Ma learned about suspicion
from my father, from lies he’d wooed her off the island with, but then he left for a pack of
cigarettes, and she gave up snooping entirely.
We don’t talk about where I go most nights or how I get back, ever, so I head to the
freezer to handle the prep.
Beef’s fairly quick. Fish too. Chicken takes the longest. We douse them for a week or so,
just drown them in salt. Ma adds her seasoning, all pepper and grain and kernel, coating every
limb with it. Shit she pulled from her mother and her mother’s mother before her, back when
they picked berries in Hanover. Then we stuff it all in some buckets, let them sit for like a day.
It’s something our father would do. He’d pitched Ma the restaurant like a pimp, like a
hustler.
Think Kingston! Montego!
Bun and patties, ackee from the coast.
The niggers eat chicken so we’ll have that, too.
And, sometimes, I like to think that she put up a fight.
But a month later they’d already set up shop. Found a shotgun off the freeway, polished it
up. Our father served wraps, and wings, and black beans, hiring any number of the neighborhood
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lay-abouts, whooping and pinching and eyeing Ma from their stations. Sometimes she’d swat at
them, ask who the fuck were they working for. Mostly she let them carry on.
My parents smoked cigarettes on the porch at sunset. Waving at everyone like they had
something to smile about.
But Ma couldn’t get down with his pails. How they stank up the place. She said we were
living in a slaughterhouse, that her home smelled like death.
Her kids were another story: Javi and I dipped our toes in the buckets, until Jan had
watched us, for long enough, and said to cool it, to cut it out.
One time she’d said it a little too slow. Javi grabbed her, and he dunked her, and he held
her until his arm got tired.
Hush, he said, and then again, slower.

4.
Javi sent letters from Baghdad, Mosul, Kabul. A photo of the shore. Some seagulls. A boat.
Black letters on blue backgrounds, angled across the card. He’d say how he was doing (fine),
bitch about the weather (worse than Savannah), ask for more photos of Jan’s kid.
Once, he wrote a letter just for Ma. She wouldn’t let anyone touch it.
Once, he wrote one for me.
He asked how Ma was doing, really, and about the baby. And about my plans. Said
something about sending me some money. About what he’d do when he got out. He told me to
write him sometime, that he’d appreciate it.
So I did that. I wrote him a letter spelling everything out. I wrote about Ma, and the shop,
and the school. I wrote about Jan and the baby. I wrote about the Latina girls from Chavez I’d
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been meeting and fucking, and how that wasn’t working out, or how it wasn’t what I’d thought it
should be, or that there was something else, but what that was I couldn’t tell him, until I saw
him, until he came back home.
I actually wrote that down.
I tossed it in the postbox before I could think about it, before it really messed me up.
But I got that envelope back in the mail. It came back unopened.

5.
I spend most days just trying to keep the place from burning down.
Four stoves, two ovens, three sinks. They’re always running. It might actually scare the
shit out of anyone who cared to check, but nobody does that with Ma up front, dropping smiles
and tossing napkins and asking everyone how it is.
We get our rush in the afternoon, when the neighborhood shakes itself awake. Same faces
every day. Black and brown and tan and wrinkled. The spics who’ve lived on Airline forever.
The grannies who’ve lived here for two hundred years, and the construction workers from
Calhoun looking for cheap eats. The girls from Eastwood my sister left behind. The hoods my
brother used to run with downtown.
Occasionally we’ll pull in a yuppie from the boonies. They find us on the internet, review
us in the weeklies. You can tell from the clothes, the bags. Their shades. How they ask what’s on
the menu. Ma treats them all like God’s children.
It’s a major event in our day, this pandering. So they get all the stops. And they’ll
promise to tell their friends, to come back next week, but they sit through their meals with their
eyes on the tile and their elbows on their purses so we know they never will.
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Ma swears it’s the locals that gut us though. That we can’t keep giving handouts.
I don’t know about that though. Change anything too much, it gets harder to keep it alive.

6.
You know the day’s almost over when Jan drops in with the kid. I set the burners to low and pop
out to kiss him, and she swats at me, tells me to wash my nasty hands. Ma’s chatting with the
only table occupied, a gaggle of off-duty fags, dressed down.
Ever since she had the baby Jan’s been dressing like a puta. No sleeves. The tallest heels.
Tight, tight, tight, tight, jeans.The phone company lets her do it—because she can annunciate—
but if she’d laced those buttons from the beginning she wouldn’t be scrounging in the first place.
She talks logistics with Ma while I play with the boy. He’s like a sack of potatoes. Fat in
the face. There’s none of me there, which is fine, but what makes him even luckier’s that there’s
none of his daddy either.
Jan leans across the counter, says things are looking slower. I tell her we’ve seen worse.
Any worse, she says, and there’ll be nothing to see.
It’s how she’s started talking. Jan was the black sheep after she’d gotten hitched, almost
as bad as Javi once he’d enlisted. But a baby makes everything better.
I ask if Tom’s found a job yet, and she tells me he has, a construction gig down in River
Oaks. For some billionaire apartment complex by the Starbucks.
So you should have a little extra to kick around, I say. For Ma.
We both look at the kid.
Mom’s fine, she says.
Ma’s broke.
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Business in a place like this, and you’re hot about being broke?
You’re the one who said it was slow.
Trust me, she says. Or her, at least. She’s got a plan.
A plan.
Property value’s going up, she says. I saw at least two new families on the drive over.
By new she means white. We don’t even have to say it anymore.
I tell Jan if she thinks we’re selling our place, she’s who’s fucking crazy.
Yours, she says. Or hers?
Ours, I say, and my sister hums that right off, staring out the window.
But anyways, she says. How’s the queer thing going?
I say my thing’s been well. Free of malfunctions.
She just shakes her head.
We watch her kid. He’s still running in circles, trailing his hand along the counter. When
he makes it to the boys lounging by the window, they squeal.
They’re all done up. Hair the shade of supernovas. Out of the four of them, three are
obviously fucked; the other one’s just a little too thick, touched with a shade of after-shave. He’d
look like an imposter if he weren’t clearly the leader; when Jan’s kid stops in front of him, he
lifts him by the armpits.
The others squeeze his cheeks. Run their fingers through his hair. They’re all in sandals,
heels slapping like crocodiles.
He’s soaking them up, taking it in. And the fags are, too; cooing, like birds, urging him
not to grow, grow, grow.
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7.
Couple months before he started to turn, Javi got it in his head that he’d teach me to sock a
baseball. This was before the baby, and the military, and the neighborhood’s infiltration by
money, when you could probably look at the four of us and call us okay. It would’ve been
summer, because he slugged me in my shoulder, said we were going outside, to get my ass off
the carpet and take notes on being a man. I was watching a movie, The Iron fucking Giant, and
he told me I had till he counted to one.
I couldn’t hit for shit. Didn’t matter that it was dark out. Woofed it even when he stood in
front of me, pulling his elbow back just in time.
Useless, he said, after every single shot. You’d spill a water bottle if I put it in your
mouth.
But he stayed out there.
He didn’t tell me to kick rocks. Didn’t deem me obsolete. Didn’t matriculate an excuse to
disappear. Didn’t knuckle me in my ear until blood came out. All that would come later, like he
was making up for lost time. But that night, he stayed with me, with the moon whistling and the
cars in the road and the grass inching beneath us like caterpillars.
Again, he said, shaking his head, squeezing my shoulder.

8.
The evenings I’m not out chasing ass I’m across the sofa from Ma. We’re on the second floor of
the property, this joint we used to rent out after Jan left.
Halle Berry’s on the television. Boxing the hell out of some kid. It is cable, and it is
senseless, but I laugh when Ma laughs, turn sober when she tears up.
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By the end of the movie she’s finished her tea. She’s looking over the commercials, past
the credits, through the wall.
Ma, I say, and it spooks her.
She looks at me.
My mother’s the only girl in the world who smiles as sad as she does.
Just thinking, she says.
When I ask about what, she says the future.
Your sister and the baby. Your education.
And the restaurant, I say. When she makes her I-don’t-know-why-you’d-say-such-a-thing
face I say she’s my mother, that I’m no dummy.
The moment Javi left, she’d started pushing me towards college. Asking about
homework. Meeting with teachers that couldn’t have given a shit. And it didn’t help that I
couldn’t care less either. That, in the grand scheme of things, I knew this wasn’t helping anyone.
Except eventually I changed my mind.
And, eventually, my counselor started looking me in the eyes.
I still worked the kitchen, but Ma filled in the gaps, covering for me, or hiring the stove
by the hour, until I finally got the diploma and she cried at graduation and it became clear that
the only place I was going was nowhere.
Money issues aside, leaving the neighborhood meant leaving the shop. Which meant
leaving Ma. Leaving her broke. She used to wave this off, tell me Jan was still around, but I grew
up with my sister and there’s things you don’t forget.
Not that it’s worth feeling sorry for.
It’s honestly not even sad.
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They’re only inquiries, Ma says, after a while. The neighborhood’s changing.
It’s always changed, I say. It’ll keep changing.
I’m weighing our options. We might need the money.
My ass, I say. For what?
Watch it, she says.
You know, she says, but that’s all she’s got.
Ma just starts nodding. Moves her head like she’s already made her decision, but she’s
still willing to hear me out, at least for a little while.
Months after our father left, Ma sat Javi and me in the kitchen, something she never did.
Hair all over her face, in last week’s nightdress, she looked like Medusa in the pit.
She said if we remembered nothing else she taught us, to know that love was a verb. She
had makeup all over her brow. Smears of it on her lips.
When I’d started to open my mouth Javi kicked me under the table. Didn’t even change
the look on his face.
It is an active thing, she said. Something you have to do.
But now, when she shuts her eyes, I know she’s not asleep. I watch until her breathing
slows.
Until I know she’s finally out.

9.
This next time I’m ready when the realtor shows. Ma’s so caught off guard she doesn’t have time
to lie.
It’s actually a lady. Korean, probably, but I’m not the one to know.
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Well, she says, smiling at me, but talking to Ma. If this is a bad time—
It’s a great time, I say, taking the chair beside Jan. She doesn’t even glance at me.
Ma says something about the afternoon rush, but once it’s clear that I’m not getting up
for anything, the suit-lady smiles, dives back into her spiel.
It hurts me to say she was good. Told us who was interested, how much we’d profit.
Every now and again, she’d add a quick but, as if to show us she was the only person here worth
trusting here, our only honest apple.
And once she’d told us everything, she asked if we understood, did we have any
questions.
And since none of us wanted to be the one to ask them, she stood, and she smiled, and
said it was nice to finally meet me.
She nodded at Ma and then Jan. Told us all to stay in touch.
We told her we would.

10.
When our father split, he took every sound in the house with him. Ma wouldn’t talk for another
few weeks, at least not to us; so the last things she’d called him were what floated in the air.
Javi and I took note, but we weren’t actually worried. He’d left before. They fought, he’d
take off, but he’d always materialize by Sunday, frying eggs with tomato on the stove, Beatles
wailing on the radio.
But Jan told us that this time was different. That she’d actually talked to him the night he
left. She said he called her sometimes, when everyone was asleep. Javi said he knew she was
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lying because who the fuck would waste their minutes on her, and she looked at him, and she
smiled, and she said we’d never see him again.
When I asked Javi if there was any truth to this, he didn’t say anything. He was usually
the first one to pop off, calling bullshit even when he knew better. But he just put his hand on my
head, and he told me to be tough. That it was the only way a man did things in life.
So I stayed up to see if it was really true. Javi’d already started sneaking out by then, and
when Ma caught me by the phone that night she just blinked.
Then it finally did ring.
An alarm went off in my eyes.
I pounced on it, already asking where he’d gone, and when he’d be back, talking and
talking, words bursting out of my nose, my ears, but of course it was my mother’s brother,
asking who was this, where was Ma, get the fuck off the phone.

11.
I tell Ma that selling the lot is a bad move. We’ve closed shop for the evening, and the sun bleeds
through the windows.
Nothing’s been decided, she says, examining the tile, and Jan says she doesn’t have to do
that, she doesn’t have to lie.
It’s done, she says, to me now. It’s been done for a while.
I tell my sister to shut her mouth, to crawl back into her hole.
Hon, says Ma.
Let him, says Jan. Let him have his say.
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Because the sale went final a week ago, says Jan. We’ll be out of the building in two
weeks at most.
We, I think.
I look at Ma.
She doesn’t have to explain it to you, says Jan.
Ma, I say, and she stands up to go, and I know I should follow her, but I sit my ass down.
If I tell you what I think, will you listen? says Jan. She’s still at the table, knuckles under
her chin. Will you be serious for two seconds?
What you think, I say.
Yes. The conclusions I’ve reached with the data I’ve acquired.
Tom’s got you thinking now? You’re the barrio’s new psychiatrist?
Let’s start with that, she says. You think you’re special. You think you’re special since
you live where you live, but no one else in this dump really gives a shit about you.
Bravo.
You think if you don’t say anything about it, this place will just stay how it’s been. You
think that’s a good thing. You think it means you won’t have to change.
You think, says Jan, That he’s coming back. Like, if we all stay in place, he’ll stick his
head up from six feet under. We’ll just rewind everything. Click him back into place.
But here’s the thing, she says. Javi’s not coming back. Javi’s not here because he’s gone.
Gone. And as soon as you pop your little brother bubble, and you actually look at—
And this is why we should sell, I say. That’s your reason?
What reason, she says.
Because you didn’t fucking like him. You never fucking liked him.
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Jan frowns at this. She folds her arms. It puts another thirty years on her.
No, she says. We should sell because your mother needs the money. Because neither of
us has it, and the neighborhood’s buying out.
Just her, I say. My mother? You think she won’t give half to you?
She reaches across the counter to put her hand on my cheek. Massages it, one finger
between the other.
I wouldn’t take it, she says.
I wouldn’t want it, she says. Because you two need it. You need it.
But if you can think of a better way to fix this, she says, You need to tell me. Right now.
You need to speak up.
Jan fondles my face. I can feel it burning. It’s been years since my sister touched me, let
alone with warmth.
Her fingers are sharp. A little callous.
Get out, I say.
Ah, says Jan. I’ve upset you.
We’re closing shop, and I’ve got dishes to wash. And you smell like vomit. Get out.
My sister looks me over like she’s deciding something.
Fine, she says.
But you need to start making plans, she says. You need to figure out where you’re staying
next. She’s getting older, and I’ve got a full house, so you’re damn sure not living with me.
The nickel I throw skips over the counter, across a tabletop, right by some silverware, and
into her palm.
Don’t ask me how. I’d meant to hit her in the eye.
59

But she catches it, and she smiles, again, and she slips it in her purse on her way out the
door.

12.
We hadn’t heard from Javi for a month and four days before his sergeant made it out to the
restaurant. My brother could go weeks without reaching out to anyone, and when he finally did
call it was like he was doing us a favor, our gift from the Middle East.
I don’t even remember what I was doing, but Ma met the guy at the register like any
other customer. She had no idea.
This is what kills me, more than anything else.
Dumb luck, is what his sergeant called it. A roadside bomb. Only he said like it really was
dumb. Completely illogical. The stupidest thing he’d ever heard.
When Ma asked him to sit, he told her no, he really had to go. He’d just wanted to come
by. To tell her personally, before the paperwork.
Ma asked if he wanted anything to take with him. He said no, he really did need to leave.
She told him anything on the menu, anything up there, it didn’t matter what, just tell her and
she’d fix it for him.
I don’t know what he said to that. But what I do know is that he ended up leaving with
nothing.
Jan came over that night. She left the baby with Tom.
We closed shop for the rest of the week, had the funeral that weekend. Tom and his folks
showed. Some of Ma’s friends were there, overdressed like toucans in too-tight dresses, crying in
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heels and mascara and polish. A handful of Javi’s boys made it out, a couple of guys in uniform.
One of them asked me if I was his brother. He shook my hand.
Ma just stared at the casket. I thought maybe she’d kick it, or push it, or pull out her eyes,
but she did not.

Two weeks later, doors were back open. Jan told Ma to stay off her feet, but our mother said that
wasn’t necessary.
And anyways, it wasn’t possible. We honestly couldn’t afford it.

13.
The day we sign the lot away, Jan comes straight from work. Ma’s in a seat by the window, lost
in this dress I’ve never seen before and haven’t since. She asks if I want to stay a while—to look
over the numbers myself—but I say no thanks, I’m fine, let me know when you’re finished.

14.
I used to think my brother would come back at night, like he used to, only this time he’d be
dressed like a shmuck, like someone with a mother and a sister and a brother he loved. He’d have
a wife by then, light-skinned like our father. Maybe a little fluffy, but warm. With a laugh. And
he’d blush when he introduced us, pointing out the house’s trinkets, the floors he used to sweep.
They wouldn’t have a kid yet, but it’d be on the way, and when Ma asked him who’d watch the
baby he’d look at me, nod, squeeze my shoulder. Say, Who else.
He’d really know me by then. He’d know who I was.
But Javi did come back on leave, once, a few months before that final deployment.
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Ma closed the restaurant for the weekend. Rushed around the place making sure
everything looked right: that his room was in order, that the cabinets were clean, redusting and
revacuuming and all the shit we usually ignore. Jan told her to settle down, that it was Javi, not
Jesus, but Ma told her to shut up. One of the only times she’s let my sister have it since the baby.
You take care of what’s yours, was all Ma said. They may leave, but when they come
back you take care of them.
He took a cab from the airport. Let himself in when he made it. Hugged Ma and she
instantly started to cry. We did the handshake thing. He kissed Jan, and he shook her husband’s
hand, and he snatched her baby from the carpet so fast that everyone flinched a little bit.
Javi looked thicker. Darker. Not gruff or monosyllabic or any of that shit, but there was
something there that wasn’t there the last time we’d seen him. Or maybe something that wasn’t
there at all.
We made his favorite dinner, jerked shrimp with potatoes, and he tried to jump in the
kitchen, but Ma told him to stop playing.
For finally being home, it felt like the end of something. He was someone who’d left and
came back, a person like anyone else. It wasn’t his domain after all.
After dinner he stood up. Yawned. We’d have him the whole weekend, he said, but the
flight had been long. He was tired. Ma told him to get to bed, quickly, we’d see him in the
morning, and before too long I followed him, left Ma and Jan in the dark of the kitchen.
My room was his room. I knocked before I went in. Javi’d fallen on the mattress, away
from the door, and he smiled when I touched him, when I took the floor beside him.
Well, I said. I didn’t finish, and he didn’t follow up. We lay next to each other, just being
brothers.
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After a while, he said I’d grown up. Gained some weight in my face.
I’m fat, I said, and he said no, a little weight, which was what I’d needed, and the hand he
put on my shoulder felt like brambles.
So how was it, I asked him.
He didn’t answer. And it was so long before he said something that I figured he’d
forgotten me.
It was just another thing to do, he said, in a different place. It’s like I could’ve just stayed
in East End.
But you see how other people live, he said. And you really can’t help them if they don’t
want it.
That’s one thing I’ve learned, he said. That’s what I’ve gotten out of it.
And it looks like nonsense now, like Santa Claus when you’re nine, but that’s when I told
him I’d been sleeping with boys.
This, I thought, was the thing I had to do.
I told him about the one from the library. About the one from the grocer’s. I told him
these things, how I’d tried it with Cristina and Maribel, with LaShon and her sister; and how it
hadn’t worked, with any of them, even when they’d stared me down, arms crossed, and they’d
told me it wasn’t just me, actually, because they had uncles, they had brothers; only it couldn’t
be me, not in an eon, not even in a dream, and I watched Javi’s face for something to click, to
contort, to scrunch itself into oblivion, but it did not. It didn’t happen.
He said nothing, and I was finished.
And I didn’t feel it when he slapped me.
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I saw his palm coming, but didn’t know it until my shoulder hit the ground, until I looked
up to see him staring.
And the thing that I remember about my brother, clearer than what he wore on the day he
left, or the cracks he made about our uncle when he came to visit Ma, or the way that he laughed,
or the color of his eyes, or his scent, or his funeral is the look on his face while I lay on the
carpet.
When he didn’t get up, and I didn’t get up, I rolled myself over, made a pillow on the
floor, and my brother, here and gone, fell asleep on my bed.

Navigation

It started how you’d think, with this whiteboy throwing up in an alley. I’d pulled a job at a
taqueria dumping pig guts out back. The cooks gave me grunt work, the way they do when
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you’re starting out, like when my father had Javi and I pinching the shells off shrimp back in the
restaurant, and it didn’t matter that I’d been fixing mole in Ma’s kitchen for years; but I was
short on money.
My managers looked like gauchos. Porno moustaches, bloated frames. They read my
name and they saw my face and they pointed to the dishes. One of them told me I looked like a
pinche negrito, y probablemente ni siquiera hablaba español, and I wanted to snatch his ears off
but then I’d be out of a check.
So I should’ve left the whiteboy outside. I had enough on my plate.
But I stayed. Watched him heave. When he finished I came back with a glass of water.
He took me home. Dude had these little hairs climbing his belly. His eyes got wide at
how furry my legs are. When we finished he gulped at the air in the room, he asked for my name,
we were sliding down the futon, and when he couldn’t pronounce it the whiteboy gave me a new
one.
He lived in a condo on Navigation. Said he stayed there because this was the real
Houston. This Houston came with needles in the grass and air that could choke a baby, but he
said I was lucky, lucky to have it all in front of me. I told him if somebody gave me an out, they
wouldn’t have time to finish their sentence.
His bedroom was nice and the building was nicer. Wood flooring. Green walls. Like the
inside of an avocado. I remembered when the lot had been cleared for construction, when it was
just this busted Mattress Center I went to with Ma, but then the whiteboy started asking me what
was wrong, and I said it was nothing, I was gassed, he ought to be proud of himself.
I grabbed my kicks and left is what should’ve happened next. That was my thing. And I
did dip out, eventually.
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But the whiteboy told me he had a job; he needed help with his Spanish, he was gunning
for some promotion. He temped at some nonprofit over on Pease, a house for battered migrants.
One of those places where everyone’s lived through everything. They needed help getting
papers, with reaching their people back home, but if he couldn’t understand them then he
couldn’t do much about it. What he really wanted was this position upstate, way out in Dallas,
but they’d stuck him in the Second Ward.
The whiteboy told me I could expedite the process. Give him some lessons. Help him
help the rest of the world
I gave him this look like maybe I’d just beat his ass instead. Case his place for fun. It
would be so easy.
He asked how much I made dumping napkins. He said he could double it. We’d keep it
up as long as we had to. I asked why he didn’t just find someone else, someone official, and he
said I was already in his bed.
It’s one of those moments where I could’ve done the good thing. Apropos of nothing.
Hooked him up, just for the sake of doing it.
I told him for fifty a session I’d think on it.

Meanwhile the taqueria was eating me alive. It was an ultra-retro dive, the kind with barbacoa
roasting at dawn. A line of construction types looped the building every morning just to walk
like twelve plates home to their kids. We had a guy whose job was sweeping people off of the
sidewalk, waving them onto Leeland when the crowd shot through the doors. But somehow the
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gringos knew about us too, and by midafternoon we looked a lot less like el D.F. and more like
the U.N.
One day some blondie yelled to the back for chilaquiles, and when no one else looked up
I told the guy we didn’t do that. He was some snake in a suit. Glasses tucked and everything. He
gave this slow nod, like, Well, OK, we’ll see.
I was sweeping under the fryers when one of the managers asked for a minute.
Something’d come up. Could we touch on it outside. I thought that he’d ask me some bunk about
my hours, but when we made it to the back he grabbed me by the throat.
Next time one of the blanquitos asks for something, he said, you find it. Claro?
I felt like a bobblehead.
I needed the money.
I picked up the phone at Ma’s that night, told the whiteboy I was free after ten.

Long story short, this guy was hopeless. It took four, five days to stuff the o into his hola.
We started with greetings. He had so many questions. He wanted to know why he
couldn’t use usted with everyone. He wanted to know why the x had to be silent. He wanted to
know why every morning had to be bueno.
Some days are just bad, he said. Some people live their whole lives and not a single good
thing happens to them.
I told h im those were just the rules. He should follow them unless he had something new
to say.
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I thought he’d bow out, because it really wasn’t worth it, but what he did was take notes.
He wrote it all down.
Vámonos, I said.
Bamanos said the whiteboy.
Vámonos. V. Think volcano.
Bamanos.
No. Vulcan. Velociraptor.
Right. Bamanos.
That’s how we did it. Had us a full-stop barrier.
And the people at his shelter — on the trains from Tapachula? San Pedro Sula?
Forget about it. They wouldn’t be talking anytime soon.
I told him this. I told him not to get his hopes up. He rubbed my earlobe with his fingers,
said that was where I came in.
Hey, I said, don’t get too comfortable.
Cómodo, said the whiteboy. Cómodo?
Correcto.
So we kept it up.
And the whiteboy always paid me afterwards.
And we’d always, always, always, always end up in bed.
Lo siento.
Las siento.
Negative. Lo. Lo.
Las siento.
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Weeks passed, then months. We moved from greetings to goodbyes. We brushed by
commands. We jumped back to directions. I told him about my father living who the fuck knew
where. About my brother in the ground. About Ma and I, stuck in East End, scrambling to keep
everything together. The whiteboy told me about his sisters, about his parents in Alamo Heights,
and when I asked how many guys he’d been with before me he told me about an ex, some genius
over at Rice.
He asked if I was out. I told him I didn’t know what that meant. He asked if I’d thought
about abandoning Houston, and I said if I had I’d have done it by now.
I kept my head down at the job. Did what I was asked to do. The kitchen was sloppy,
utterly inefficient, but every now and again one of the cooks asked for a hand — with temping
the oil, with keeping the cow heads intact, or some other no-brainer thing they should’ve known
how to do.
They’d laugh afterwards, pat me with their gloves. Smear all that grease on the back of
my tee.
Mostly I wiped benches. I scrubbed piss off of toilet seats.
My bosses spat on the tile I mopped, asked how my day was going.
I kept my mouth shut about it. I kept my eyes on the ground. Because if someone else put
their hands on me, I didn’t know what I’d do.
Creo que sí.
Creole.
Creo, creo.
Creole, creole.
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I started spending my nights with the whiteboy. Dropped whatever scraps I stole from the
job over at Ma’s. Took the sidewalk lining Milby on the way to his condo, just before the
neighborhood dipsinto the bayou, and most of the time the whiteboy met me at the door, he’d
reheat a bowl of whatever he’d ordered for dinner.
We continued our education.
At some point I stopped jumping when he touched me.
At some point the whiteboy started rolling his r’s.
At some point I decided I’d make him fluent, however long that took; we would see that
through.

Then one night, after a long day, we were rehashing phrases. Things he’d been hearing on his
day-to-day. He’d started having piecemeal conversations at work, putting names and addresses
together.
The whiteboy told me about the woman who came to Texas in a Chrysler’s trunk, who
worked off her debt by dancing in the Galleria.
He told me about the man who’d sold his oldest daughter to traffickers to get his
youngest into Brownsville, and how he still hadn’t found her.
He told me about the little girl who hadn’t said anything, just touched his cheek, rubbing
the skin between her fingers, and how after she’d done that he knew he couldn’t do anything to
help her at all.
We had a six-pack between us, and his legs on my stomach, which should’ve been
awkward for us. We weren’t even fooling with English by then. I was filling in his blanks.
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Te amo, I said.
Te amo.
Nice. Good. Te amo.
Te amo.
Right.
Sí.
I laughed in his face, told him to say it again.
I dumped garbage all day, taught my whiteboy at night.
This is how things happen. Even for us.

A few weeks later, he got the promotion.
His supervisor said it wasn’t like he was a natural. But out of all the whiteboys they had
on hand, he was the closest to whatever they needed.
A position’d opened up out in Dallas, if he wanted it. He had a few days to decide.
Of course we had to celebrate. We sat at his table, sober for once, and I told him that was
great. He’d probably enjoy himself.
He made this face like that was the wrong response. I knew what he’d ask, and I
answered before he said it.
He said I knew I could come too, and I told him I did.
He said this was it, what we’d been working towards, and I told him it may have been.
He said there was nothing left for me in Houston, he said I didn’t have to punish myself,
and he said my name, my actual name, and I didn’t have the words for that.
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I stretched my cheeks as far as they’d go. Put a hand on his thigh.
I grabbed my socks and my cap and my belt and I left and he did not put up a fight.
This is how easy it is to walk out of a life. I’d always wondered, and now I knew.
I didn’t see him before he took off.
Who knows what he’s doing now.

But a week or two later, I was working the night shift, scrubbing blood off the floor, when one of
my managers asked for a word.
I’d already decided to put him in the dirt if he touched me. Someone, somewhere in East
End, needed a fry cook. I’d twirl signs on the street. Dance on the curb in a phone suit.
He put his hand on my shoulder, and I clinched for the punch.
He told me they’d fired a couple of fatheads for pocketing tips. He called them idiot
cabrones, as if he weren’t one himself.
But we need a guy who’s been in before, he said.
We’d start you slow, he said. Behind the stove. Work you up from the bottom.
You’re asking me to cook for you, I said, and he shrugged, said, If that’s what you want
to call it.
I’m asking you to do yourself a solid, he said.
And if this were a different story, a story about something else, a story where we did the
things we know we need to do, I’d have smiled real wide, the same as with the whiteboy, and
with a little more feeling, or maybe a different one entirely… but I just put my hand on his
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shoulder, and I squeezed around the edges, and I loudly, gracefully, told him to go fuck his
mother.

South Congress

The pretty ones always came looking for pills. Blond and dazzling. Fresh from the Roxy.
Glittered dresses and caramel lip gloss, and Raul couldn’t help but drool, just a little, as they
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slumped through the Corolla’s open passenger window across from him. In the passenger seat,
Avery was suave, or whatever passed for that at forty—all Yes ma’am, and Wouldn’t you know
beautiful, and Of course I saved my good shit for you—but it was Raul who blushed when they
howled his name, days past drunk, Hoe-la Rah-hool, Did you miss us Rah-hool, Give me a kiss
over here Rah-hool, until Avery finally waved them away, twenties folded under his palms,
yelling at the kid to drive and keep his eyes on the fucking street.
Raul could usually tell which drugs they were looking for just by the corner they chose.
He’d gotten good at that. They’d park on Congress for however long it took, until the pickups
cruised under the streetlamps on McKinney—or the bimmers by Rusk, the purple minivans near
the community garden—and he’d lean into the backseat for the little black Jansport, sifting
through baggies sealed with rubber bands and tape. Everything had a label. It was Avery’s call
who got what bag. Because everyone, according to Avery, had a type, some nasty little vice, and
through all the years they worked together, Raul watched those old black fingers point them out.
Kush was all the bums could afford. Spice for the Arabs bussing tables on Gray. The
doctors asked for coke and the valets asked for coke and the oil and gas crowd wanted whatever
cost the most. E for the housewives, hash for the doormen, and pot for anyone who didn’t know
what they were looking for until Avery asked respectfully, demurely, if a little cannabis would
do.
Raul didn’t deal, in the beginning, or ever. He just drove. At first the roads made no sense
but eventually he figured them out. Fannin hooked into Dallas. La Branch sat across from
Austin. Streets ran in conjunction, a tangle of dirty shoelaces. It wasn’t long before Avery
stopped quarterbacking from the passenger seat, and Raul didn’t mind the silence, he actually
sort of welcomed it, until he looked over to find him snoring, dead to the world.
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Some nights they just cruised and cruised. Stopping and turning. Breaking before the
expressway.
But mostly they had business. A drop here, a sure thing there. They’d wait until the cops
packed it in, creeping around the same avenues. Then one evening, early on, Raul blew through a
light, and a siren wailed a lone note before the flash went off behind him.
He nearly shit himself. Months and months of riding dirty all over Houston, and here he was:
about to be deported for missing a red.
Except Avery woke up. He rolled down his window, called the cop by name—Jeremiah!
They done switched you up!—and Officer Jeremiah Stewart blinked, stuttering, before he
tightened his belt and cracked his knuckles and hunched over the passenger door like he’d been
looking for something himself.
They jawed about football and cousins and brisket. Avery asked about the wife, their
garden in the Ward. The cop said something about Avery’s son, and Avery blew right by that
with a wave, said the kid was a man now, better off than the both of them. They talked and they
talked, and Raul pinched himself, a little drowsy, until the cop nodded his way, asking Avery
who that was. And Avery smiled with all of his teeth before he said, My nephew, obviously.
He was still cheesing hours later. A rolling guffaw like an avalanche.
Everybody out here looking, he said, And don’t know when to open their eyes.
Uh-hunh, Raul nodded. Uh-hunh, uh-hunh, uh-hunh.

Avery would pick him up after dark. They’d creep along roads Raul’d stepped through earlier,
static if not for the street lights, the monorail. So late that no one was out walking unless they
had to, and the silhouettes between alleys looked like something off the television.
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Their supplier was a stocky Greek. Damian Dukakis. Damo to associates. Raul didn’t
know about Greece, couldn’t have found it on a globe with his finger on the Aegean, but
standing in Damo’s condo, you’d have thought they’d landed in Athens. Portraits weighed the
walls. Butter clogged his nose from the kitchen smells. Occasionally, a little girl flashed through
the kitchen, corralled when an older woman sped around the corner, and Damo’d stop
midsentence, snapping his pudgy fingers in Raul’s face.
They’d leave with a week’s supply. Come back the next to distribute Damo’s cut. His
yard sat under a bed of trees, an oasis right in the center of town, and Avery’d shake his head on
their way out the door, saying Damo’s good people, to Raul, who hadn’t asked.
Family man, said Avery. Got a daughter, an old lady. Been pushing for twenty-two years now
and not one fuckup.
Or just one, he said. Small thing. Couple kids came sniffing around. Damo plugged their
noses.
Man knows what time it is, said Avery. Most boys out here don’t.
All Raul knew was that most boys looked nothing like them. Most boys slung dope in
gas-station parking lots. Most boys slipped half their cut to whatever schmuck took them on.
Headphones on their domes, always young and black and mean and smoking. He didn’t know
what they saw when they scoped him and Avery, a dirty old man and a spic in a Corolla, but he
knew what they couldn’t have guessed—that they were taking in more than a couple grand a
night. And from all parties, too: white, brown, red, and yellow.
Desire don’t discriminate, said Avery. Desire’s gonna swallow every motherfucker out
here.
So we don’t discriminate neither, said Avery. We’re equal opportunity pharmacists!
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Raul worked other jobs before this one, but his English was rough and the city wasn’t waiting on
him. He’d ground meat for a Thai diner, strung hangers at a dry cleaner. Twenty-hour days, six
days a week. Whatever cash they paid him, if they paid him at all, was just enough for bus fare
and maybe a grubby taco. He’d considered whoring himself at one of the clubs set up off Elgin,
but the other guys dissuaded him, bitching about the pay, and when Raul glanced at the clientele,
balding white dudes in graying suits, he decided he wasn’t quite desperate enough to let one of
them inside of him.
This was after nearly a year of sitting in the apartment, a dilapidated piss-yellow complex
downtown. Pacing up Alabama, conjugating English verbs under his breath. The buildings
always impressed him, so tall in the business district that he’d squint and shut his eyes as if
maybe then he’d catch their peaks. The Nigerian vendors behind the complex had come to
recognize him, and sometimes he’d slip into their stalls, hearing out their pitches for earrings and
DVDs. Raul never bought shit, but he always listened. Their accents were like potholes. The
clicking of consonants dulled to a thud. He’d offer a thumbs-up, and they’d offer theirs back.
His mother’d sent him up from Villa Nueva, and his father was who knew where.
He lived with his aunt as a favor to her sister. The aunt worked in a hospital, bucketing
crap and blood for years, but eventually the ladder presented itself and now she was some
doctor’s secretary. She was grateful to her sister, who’d stayed behind so she could flee, but the
years had passed and her brow had furrowed, and eventually she realized she didn’t have to hold
onto that. She could admit that she hadn’t much liked her. And she didn’t much like Raul either.
He was too dark, always gurgling his words. He spoke too quietly. He never washed the dishes.
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And no matter how many times or in what tone she used, he always left the seat up, like she was
back on the old shift, like she wasn’t doing him and his whore mother a solid.
Eventually Raul found himself on a day crew, after a Mexican with a wrench spotted him
drifting up the block. They held eye contact for a few waxy seconds, and the man asked in
impeccable English if he was employed. He told Raul to come back tomorrow, crack of dawn,
and Raul told his aunt about the encounter that evening, his first strike of luck in weeks and
weeks. She told him he must not have opened his mouth.
He showed the next morning. Dirty jeans, white shirt. The man did not. Raul stood
among the smoking workers for a while, looking for a conversation to fold himself into, and
when it became clear that they either couldn’t or wouldn’t hear him, he asked, not impolitely,
about the man he’d spoken to yesterday.
Accident, said another guy, not even looking up from his coffee. Faggot fell off a
chimney.
So Raul was the replacement. Lucky he’d shown up.
What they did was roof houses. Not in the neighborhoods that clearly needed roofing—
the ones with more black people than he’d ever seen in his life—but the other ones. The quiet
ones. The ones with trees bursting from lawn-lined sidewalks and children walking in groups,
chaperoned by wide women in orange vests and hard hats. At lunch they’d sit and watch the
convoy pass. Sometimes a kid waved, and the men would wave back, until the chaperone
grabbed the child’s wrists, shooting the workers a look.
Raul wasn’t great with a hammer, but he figured that if he eliminated a nail a day he’d at
least look like an asset. Maybe. A handful of old hires swung by to check on him, and they’d see
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the nail, and they’d see Raul. And they didn’t laugh or frown. They shrugged. Squeezed his
shoulder.
He spent the rest of that day and a couple more hammering.
It was something to do.
But then one morning the next week, the job was over. He loafed around their meeting
spot for a while, nodding at everyone else left off the worksheet memo for a new project. When
it was clear that the ship had moved on and that he wouldn’t be paid, he walked back home
beside the steady belch of traffic.

They met on a lazy afternoon. Raul had stepped outside the apartment for a cigarette, although
really it wasn’t the smoke he needed so much as a break from so many different tongues and that
crushed feeling he got whenever he shut his eyes. The AC in the apartment had taken the day off.
The roaches under the carpet had overtaken the countertop. He was watching a Jehovah’s
Witness work her way up the block when the little black Corolla slid into the lot behind her.
That lot belonged to a series of new lofts. Glossy and refurbished. Lawn chairs on the
balconies. Raul didn’t even look at those buildings, because they made his stomach pop. They
made him think of murder. A white boy in sweatpants skipped out of the garage, glancing both
ways before he leaned into the Corolla.
Raul watched them talk. He watched the exchange of hands. And then the car peeled off,
and the white boy skipped away, like he hadn’t just handed something like two grand to a
stranger. The whole transaction took less than two minutes. The little Jehovah lady in the shawl
hadn’t even crossed the road yet.
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A few days later, but not too soon, Raul found himself in the same spot, broad day,
smoking. He didn’t have a plan.
Then the Corolla pulled into the lot. The driver’s window drooped, revealing a black man
in shades. Grizzled, with a mustache as dark as any Raul’d ever seen.
Can I he-elp you, he said, and Raul just swallowed. He said he didn’t know.
The man looked at Raul’s tattered flip-flops, his unwashed hair. He asked if he was
looking for pot.
No, said Raul.
The man asked if he was looking for blow, and Raul told him he wasn’t. The man asked
if he was looking for dust, and Raul told him he wasn’t. The man asked if he was looking for X,
and Raul told him he wasn’t. The man asked and asked and asked and asked and Raul shook his
head, a little dizzier for the effort.
So, said the man. You just popped over to my spot to chat.
Raul peeked into the car. He said he was looking for work.
The man asked if Raul worked for Jacob, did he work for Screwtop, or Lacy, or TomTom.
Raul knew what he wanted to say, but he didn’t know how to say it in English.
No, he said.
Then what the fuck, said the man.
Raul swallowed again. He said he was looking for work.
Downtown traffic had begun to wake up. The Nigerians behind them yelled obscenities at
passersby, waving purses and blankets and keychains from Shanghai. A school of schlubby
bankers in ties crossed the road, cell phones at their ears, gophers in motion.
80

The man just stared at Raul through the car window.
Then he sighed. Shook his head. He slipped off his shades, unearthing a pair of tired eyes.
Avery extended his hand. He asked if Raul had a name, or had he left that at home with his
sense.

Avery knew all their buyers’ names, and eventually Raul did, too.
They sold to the postman who never wore socks. They sold to the little brown woman in
a headdress. They sold to the cabbies, to the line cooks, and to a Pakistani gentleman in a long
robe.
Occasionally they broke a little off for the homeless. Damo shook his head whenever
they tried to justify it, but they overcharged the club kids, so he never gave them grief. They’d sit
in his living room counting out the profit, and Damo only said he really hoped they were proud
of themselves.
Avery told him he had no idea.
It baffled Raul that the people who bought from him left their homes, left their couches
and their kids and their fridges and their televisions. To come out here. These stinking, fucking
streets. The filthy heft of Texas Avenue and the sewage clogged on Fannin and the twilight at the
end of every godforsaken intersection.
But Raul didn’t ask questions. He didn’t say shit about it.
It’s hubris, said Avery, one day, apropos of nothing. They’d been waiting on a drop for
an hour and a half, after the girl swore she’d left the rest of the cash back at her place. She’d
been dressed in Peanuts pajamas, clicking through her phone. Avery smiled, told her to take as
long as she needed, and the moment she peeled off in her jeep he let out a groan.
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Raul didn’t know hubris. He hadn’t heard of that word. He’d been practicing with Avery
whenever business was slow, stuttering through chit-chat until it tasted less like rocks. He asked
Avery what it meant.
Don’t worry about it, said Avery. We’ll never have the pleasure.

When business was slow, Avery had stories.
Avery had stories like no one had stories. Stories about coming up in the Ward. Stories
about Frankfurt and Rome from when he was in the army. Stories about how they booted him for
fucking some guy’s wife. Stories about heroin and the story about his first sale and some stories
about his kid, college boy now, Christ bless his mother. Raul never learned Avery’s son’s name,
he wasn’t privy to that information, but he learned a lot of other things about him.
Avery’s son was an Eagle Scout. Avery’s son was so tall that he could fit in his father’s
clothes. The year he turned twelve, Avery’s son came up with a plan to end homelessness, and he
shared it with Avery and his mother in the kitchen. The year he turned eighteen, Avery’s son
crashed his ride, but only because he was worried about the drivers in the next lane. Avery’s son
lived less than a couple blocks away, and Avery never saw him, he had no idea what he was up
to.
Should be at Texas Southern still, said Avery. ’Bout your age, but cleaner. Less smelly.
Mother’s still in the Ward, said Avery. Just didn’t work with us. You know how that is.
Her new thing’s a mechanic.
I told her she had her a street man, said Avery. Told her she’s moving down the chain
now, and she just clicks her tongue at me like duh.
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White women, said Avery, they love that shit. A street man. The Arabs, too. Prettiest dish
I ever saw was Arab, and it really makes sense, the Bible was full of them. Saw her walking
through the mall, stepping out the bathroom. Had the sheet on her head and everything, but it
didn’t matter, she glowed through it.
Glowed, said Avery. Almost didn’t sell to her, because I’m like, fuck. If you can’t kick it,
what about the rest of us?
No hope, said Avery. No hope.
Kid doesn’t call, said Avery. But I know he looks after himself.
I know how it is, said Avery. People got to make their own choices.
But, he said.
I ever saw him out here? Buying from us?
Don’t know what I’d do, said Avery.
Actually, said Avery, I’d break his neck. I’d break his motherfucking neck with my own
two hands.
They were waiting for another drop on McKinney, to a house party of swingers huddled
up in an attic, when Avery asked Raul for the first time, was this what he saw himself doing his
whole life?
Young thing like you, said Avery, I’d choke a toddler for the time. Doesn’t matter if
you’re a spic. You’re basically taking over the country.
Raul sunk into the headrest. In the few months they’d been working together, his future
had come up once or twice. What he planned on doing. Was he looking for anything else. The
money’d been more than enough for him to stay, to say nothing of his aunt, who’d stopped
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asking where it came from. And the one thing he could never call the man was unfair: Avery had
taken him in and showed him the score. He gave him a fair cut and sometimes more than that.
It’d be one thing if you weren’t smart, said Avery. If you were a fucking idiot, I’d say
live fast, live fast. But you’re not a fucking idiot. You’re not smart, but you’re not that.
These evenings were one thing Raul knew he’d remember: reclining with an old black
man, inching along the avenue, listening to him talk.
And what if you find yourself a little señorita, said Avery. Or whatever the fuck it is
you’re into? Can’t take six steps in this city without kicking a brown baby. And then what’ll they
do when you get locked up? Twelve years for a backpack of dealer’s special? You hear what I’m
saying? You fucking listening?
Then, one day later, they were making their rounds.
Raul knew the roads like he’d paved them by then. Their buyers knew his name, and
sometimes he asked how they were doing. Avery would bitched at him about getting too
familiar—be kind, sure, but keep it in your pants—but Raul knew it wouldn’t hurt, and anyway,
he needed the practice.
He’d started smiling at their regulars. They’d started saying they’d see him later.
But he and Avery were just driving, making their stops between Shepherd and the bars,
when they saw the young man on the corner, loitering but looking.
They usually let the junkies go. They were a bad deal. They were the ones who’d pull a
gun on you, the addict weeks out of a kick. But Raul had already pulled onto Waugh when Avery
told him to stop, to turn right the fuck around.
Raul looked at the straggler. Then he looked at Avery.
The young man was haggard. Scrawny in a tattered Hawaiian button-down.
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Raul pulled into reverse, and the two of them sat, watching, until the straggler saw them
park, and he shuffled over, hands chunked in his pockets. He was clearly, clearly strung out.
Clearly, clearly in a bad way.
Avery didn’t say much about it. He just opened the car door. He opened the door, got out,
and walked right up to him. Raul watched the two of them talk, and he tried reading their lips,
and then he realized he didn’t have to do that. All he needed was their faces.
Avery’s was expressionless and the young man’s was too. But different. Sadder. And
then Raul had an understanding that socked him in the rib of his nose.
Avery slapped the young man.
Raul watched from the window as Avery fell on top of him. Whaling on his face. He hit
the young man and he hit the young man and he hit the young man and he hit him. He closed his
fists, and hit him again. He put his shoulders into it, really grinding down. He didn’t cuss or
grunt or grimace, and if Raul had thought about getting out of the car, to break the thing up,
dragging Avery away from the kid—who wasn’t even crying, who didn’t look like he had any
feelings about it at all—then it was a brief, fleeting idea that whooshed right out of his head.
Because Raul knew he was watching something sacred. A story as old as the earth.
When it was finally over, Avery stood.
He looked at the young man who spit blood on the ground. Then he limped back to the
car. The kid looked like a broken fortune cookie.
Before Raul could even open his mouth, Avery asked what the fuck he was looking at.
He told Raul to drive already.
He told Raul they had places to be.
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The next evening, Raul showed up at the meeting place, South Congress and Washington, just
north of Discovery, a little south of Montrose, and, lo and behold, no Corolla, no Avery.
He was not entirely surprised.
He stood around in the dark, just soaking into the background. The vendors had started
packing their wares, and he watched them slip trinkets and pirated discs into bags. He couldn’t
see the sky for the buildings, but he looked toward it anyway.
After another hour passed, Raul rubbed his shoulders, chilly all of a sudden, and started
the long walk to Damo’s condo off of Elgin.
He reached the gravel pathway with the plants up in front. He didn’t know their names,
but he’d seen them all before: their purples and their yellows and their light greens and their
blues. Standing on the doorstep, he peered through the window, at a man eating dinner with a
woman and a child. Raul knocked four times, and Damo answered on the fifth.
His mouth was full of something. He nodded Raul off of the porch, shutting the door
behind him.
Avery’s done, said Damo, chewing.
His lips were greasy. Raul glanced through the drapes, at the sliver of the lady at the
table, the little girl reaching for bread. He opened his mouth, and he closed it, and Damo didn’t
try to fill it with words.
Done, said Raul. Or done-done?
Damo stared at Raul for a very long second.
Done-done, he said. He nodded toward the road. The bushes on the porch had started to
shudder, shaking their fronds all over the pavement.
I might have a little work though, said Damo. If you want it.
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Raul looked back into the window.
Small-time, said Damo. Nothing big. Same circuit though. Won’t have to learn any new
names.
The little girl had gotten her piece of bread. She bit off a glob, letting the rest fall to the
floor. Her mother said something about it, something Raul couldn’t understand, but it made the
girl laugh and then her mother was laughing beside her, wrapping her arms around the kid,
shielding her from the porch. Damo turned around to watch his family through the window, and
Raul hugged himself, too, because it really had gotten cold.

Elgin

1.
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Once, I slept with a boy. Big and black and fuzzy all over. We met the way you meet anyone and
I brought him back to Ma’s. He saw the candles on the stairs and the boxes in the kitchen, and
when he asked if I was coming or going I said this was just how some people lived.
East End in the evening is a bottle of noise, with the strays scaling the fences and the
viejos garbling on porches, and their wives talking shit in their kitchens on Wayland, sucking up
all the air, swallowing everyone’s voices whole, bubbling under the bass booming halfway down
Dowling., Bbut with the blancos moving in the whole block’s a little quieter now. You’ve got
these dinner-time voices leaking in through the windows. You hear dishes clinking just like in
the commercials. It all feels impossible to me, this shit no one I know could afford, but Ma calls
it cyclical. She says you have things and then you don’t.
It’s why she had to get out of town, back to Shreveport with the rest of her people. But
whenever I brought up her logic Ma told me niggers don’t get to choose.
So she left me in Houston with the house and its new silence.
I fill it with sucios and güeros and hondureños.
And the chinos living down Preston.
And the Nigerians holed up on Cullen.
We both know it’s happening, but she won’t say shit about it since Ma’s man is gone and
her daughter could care less and her other son’s in the ground.
At some point, niggers have to take what they can get. Ma used to say that too.

When the boy finally comes, it’s like he’s been shot.
Afterwards, we deflate. Roll to opposite ends.
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I tell him not to get too comfortable. Niggers swear they didn’t know if you don’t tell
them. Or they’ll scurry out in the morning on Very Important Business: they’ve got The Job or
The Bills or The Deal. The Novia. Every now and again someone actually brings up a baby or a
girlfriend.
Once, I fucked this whiteboy whose papi owns like half the city. He told me to come
back to Galveston with him, that all I’d ever have to do is clean and screw.
Once, I fucked this poblano from Guerrero. He was looking for his brother, their coyote
had dumped them, and now he was just biding his time in Houston, waiting.
Mostly that’s how it goes. A half-story, and they’re out. I don’t know what happens to
these people or where the hell they end up afterwards.
So with this one, I smile. Roll a hand through his hair. He’s got these scars flaking up his
neck like a sure thing gone wrong.
When I ask where they came from, he hums me away.
I lost a scrap, he says.
You mean you got your fucking head cut.
Whatever, he says, and then he’s humming again, and then he’s scratching my ear like he
cares after all.

2.
We had a few months left on the lease when Ma started talking about Louisiana.
We weren’t as broke as some of these niggers but we stayed on the edge. Ma lived off
soup. I ate at the job. Used to catch the bus at five to work this gig on Navigation, but after a
half-life of flipping tortillas I scored another one out in Montrose. It’s this restaurant called The
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Castillo. I wait tables for Houston’s glitterati. I give them something to laugh at over flautas and
mezcal.
Ma spent most days indoors. Confined her drifting to the porch and the yard. So when she
brought up packing her life in some boxes, and pushing those boxes out of Houston, I told her
she wasn’t serious, she wouldn’t last two minutes on the road.
Except Ma wasn’t bugging. And she did last. Her sisters loaded her up to push her right
back down I-10.
Ma’s people stayed away when Javi, Jan, and I were coming up. They never got down
with their daughter shagging a spic. They’re all dark like Ma, like rust on the rim of the stove,
and my father’d called them brutos and said the pack of them could fuck themselves, and that
was enough for Ma at the time but then he split and it wasn’t.
After the last big storm in Houston, she spent the whole night on the phone. Whispering
and crying. Wondering if her sisters had really stopped giving a shit. When Javi saw her huddled
up, he slammed the receiver across the room, and it was another year before we got around to
finding the cash to replace it.
The only other time I saw them was the night of Javi’s funeral. I don’t know how they
found us. Ma’d told like seventy-two people, but twelve actually showed for the service. My
aunts took the aisle behind us. This pastor stood by the windows, and he kept fucking up our
names, and two niggers in the back bounced halfway through when they figured out it wasn’t
their Javi.

3.

90

Later on, I tell one of the other waiters, Miguel, about nailing the boy. He’s wiping the same dish
in the back of the restaurant, icing his table out front. It isn’t like our blancos don’t tip—The
Castillo’s where they come to flex—so we take our time in the rear of the house. We hold their
plates until the chills creep in.
Was it good? asks Miguel, and I say the boy was regular. My usual hijo de papi.
Everyone’s somebody’s son, he says.
Some sons give it better than others.
Except you don’t take, says Miguel, and he’s starting in on some other shit when one of
our cooks slams the door, smiling like he’s onstage at Treasures. Teeth all yellow and busted.
Spitting some dark shit in Spanish. But Miguel plays along, laughing, then rolling his eyes when
the motherfucker’s gone.
Historia de mi pinche vida, he says.
Miguel is obviously a pato. Skinny and crooked and brown as bark. On a bad day he’ll
talk like he’s holier than thou, enough that you have to stuff a rag in his mouth. He crossed with
his parents once his sister got sick, back when they were still offing doctors in Guate, and Miguel
says his father chose Houston for the hospitals. Because they help invisible folk here. But then
the sister died and they’d blown all their cash and now they were stuck on this side of the gulf.
Dude keeps quiet about the whole thing. Works doubles most nights. More when he can
swing it. Says he wants to stick his people on a plane back home; his family’s the only thing he
ever really spends any scratch on, and the one time I asked how he felt about that he said there
was a lesson: don’t get sick.
Whenever I’m seating the older blancos, I give him a heads up. They’re generous with us
young guys. They know nothing’s about to happen. But they still throw change our way, and we
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don’t throw it back, and one time I seated this nigger who said he wished all his boys talked like
me.
This other time I had a table by the door dropping c-notes, this gaggle of fags flapping
wings in tuxedos. One of the husbands wanted a candle from the chandeliers up close to the
ceiling, and his boy tossed me a Franklin. He told me go figure it out.
So when Miguel signals me from the bar, I figure he’s looking out. But all he does is
cross his arms like he’s just so disappointed.
I’ve been thinking, he says.
Better if you don’t.
You keep pulling game like that, he says, you’re gonna strike out.
Like what?
Like hoods off the street, says Miguel. Like whatever puto feels like poking his head out.
You don’t think I’m safe, I ask. Out here? With these niggers?
I’m not talking about that, he says. I just don’t think you’re bulletproof.
I dodge bullets. That’s all fucking I do.
Sure, he says, shaking his head. But that’s not what I’m saying.
You’re gonna screw yourself up, he says, and he pokes me in my chest.
If anyone else had done it I’d have knocked their fucking nose off. I would’ve lost my
fucking job.
But Miguel has this look on his face.
So I shrug. Squeeze his shoulder. I slug him in the other one, hard.

4.
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The nights I’m not lurking I spend back in East End.
With Ma gone, the house is an album. A literal Greatest Hits.
Here’s where Javi got bopped for talking big.
Here’s where I took my first steps and busted my ass.
Here’s where Javi taught me how to box, where he told me I’d never be anything, where
he swore I’d end up in the tent city behind Leeland with the Jesus Freaks and cabrónes struck by
maldiciones.
Most of my tricks figure I live here alone. It’s usually their first time east of the 10.
Between the chop-shops and busted laundromats and abuelas like scarecrows on every corner,
there’s no reason to stick around unless you’re a kid. Or you’re broke. Or you got stuck like Ma.
But one time I brought this guy back, this Peter Parker type from downtown, and he wanted to
tour the block. Had his DSLR and everything.
We fucked in the kitchen. I walked him down Leeland. It’d just stopped raining. Four
thousand percent humidity. Some kids kicked a ball in the middle of the road while a gaggle of
hoods posted up by a bimmer. Ever since the new mayor, our block’s been mostly immune to
that gang shit, but niggers knew that they still had to put in appearances.
They kept their eyes on us the whole way down. When I nodded, one pendejo literally
spat on the concrete.
My whiteboy kept mouthing Wow.
Wow wow wow wow wow.
He told me I was lucky, I was living in a piece of history, and I said if I was so fucking
blessed he should’ve grown up here himself.
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5.
Every now and again I catch one of my boys at The Castillo. Doesn’t happen often, but it’s
happened before. They come through in the morning with these bulk reservations, and a few nod
my way but mostly you’d think I was ghosting.
It’s trickier in the evenings. They’re either working or with the fam. I do my best to stay
out the way but you know how that shit goes. And when it happens tonight with this whiteboy,
stuffed between two shmucks in a bowtie—blonde and pale and heavy, he’d cried when he
popped—the puto actually signals our manager from his post by the bar.
The manager is this guy, Diego, a Salvadoran with an invisible accent. He stands with my
whiteboy for a solid minute, until he finally waves Miguel from across the room.
I don’t have time for it. I hide out in the back. The Castillo’s all business out front, all
flash and new money, but the walls beyond the bar are flimsy as fuck. Stepping through the
kitchen you cross border after border.
The cooks are huddled around a TV. Some busted box from the 90’s. Soccer’s on and
everyone’s tossed their change onto the table.
No matter where you put them, niggers hold onto their vices. Thousands of miles, a
whole new climate, and a language away from home, but here they were, dropping scratch for a
ball in the grass of some mold-smothered stadium.

I’ve just caught the announcer’s cadence when Diego yells my name.
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He’s nearly purple. His whole fucking face.
He asks what the fuck just happened.
Must’ve been an accident, I say.
Must’ve, he says. Must’ve? Where the fuck do you think you work?
It’s the angriest I’ve seen him, but I know it’ll pass. Diego’s used to worse. He grew up
in San Miguel. Dude didn’t come from money, and he’s worked The Castillo for like five years,
but he only pulled the top job after the owner’s son OD’d in Midtown.
After he’s torn my asshole open, Diego sighs. Shakes his head. Says he didn’t mean to
pop, it’s just that our guests expect better, you know?
I tell him I do.
He kneads my shoulder. Right after I flinch, Diego says he only wants what’s best for
everyone.

In the parking lot after closing, Miguel is beaming. The blanquito de chingao tipped him a pair of
twenties. It’s another addition to the black hole of his parents’ travel fund, and I congratulate him
for it, and he tells me not to be an ass.
Maybe I’m not fucking with you, I say.
All you do is fuck with people, says Miguel. Like that whiteboy, he says.
So you say.
So you told me.
Obviously it worked out for you.
Miguel shrugs. He’s glowing a little, fists stuffed in his pockets. Even this late, the heat’s
got us both squinting.
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It’s how you cope, he says.
You think I’m depressed.
I think you screw out your problems, says Miguel. Si.
Sounds like you’re jealous.
Joking won’t make it better, says Miguel, and he tugs at the end of his belt.
What’s even keeping you here, he asks. In this fucking fishbowl city.
It’s actually a bayou.
Mierde. You know what I mean.
You told me your mami’s left you, he says. It’s not like you’re waiting on fam. You can’t
stand anyone for longer than a fuck so I know that’s not what’s keeping you around.
I think you’re scared, says Miguel.
You don’t know shit, I say. If you pulled the scratch I do, you’d think twice about
judging.
Also, I say, why the fuck do you even care?
Really, says Miguel. You’re blaming the tips?
And who’s judging, he says. You sound like the fucking gringas. All I’m saying’s that
you can do better. People leave every day.
But you’re still here, I say, and he knows I don’t mean just him, and it’s like I’ve just
kneed him in the balls. Like I’ve kicked a goddam newborn.
Some whitelady in heels tiptoes around us. She’s skipping through the lobby with her
valet in tow. Leaning all over the nigger like he’s a fucking life jacket, and he’s eating it up, but
it’s not like I can blame him.
Yo, I say, after they’ve passed. Sorry.
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Don’t be, says Miguel. You didn’t bring them here.
I mean I was wrong.
You’re not wrong.
That wasn’t fair.
Nothing is fair.
The backdoor cracks open. We get a cheer from the kitchen. Probably from the huevons
bullshitting around the game. But Miguel slumps in the light, and the glow is gone, and I feel
like I should say something, and I know the moment’s passing, but then the door shuts and the
epiphany’s gone and we’re stuck facing Montrose in the dark on the curb.

6.
Houston is molting. The city sheds all over the concrete. We’ve got bike shares in the Third
Ward, motherfucking coffee shops way out on Griggs. We’ve got like four different shacks with
niggers hawking tacos, right next to this barber charging sixty for a trim. They’ve cleared out the
garden Miss Contreras set her herbs in—she’s got three sons but they’re all away: two in jail, one
nigger in the Navy—and they dug up the tomatoes and cemented over the seeds and now you’ve
got these trucks selling duck foot sandwiches on potato bread.
The Hernandez twins are out, gone. Tatiana’s son, too. Then there’s Griselda’s place, this
yoga shop she runs with her moms. But instead of selling, or letting someone come in and flip it,
she lets yuppies from wherever host their programs in the back. She’s in there every morning,
checking them in, and every other night she’s posted up to kick them out.
Sometimes I’ll drop in to talk shit. I’ll catch her hunched over, staring at nothing, pissed.
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7.
A few nights later, Miguel is beaming. Dude’s got a bruise smearing his whole left eye.
I don’t ask.
The Castillo’s at half-capacity, but Diego’s still buzzing around. We’re hosting a big todo soon. Some circle-jerk conference. Diego says that every day, every day, is a rehearsal for the
larger picture. We are cementing our reputation. You practice how you play. When one of the
cooks announces that he hasn’t gotten play in decades, Diego breaks character, tells him broke
niggers have all day to fuck.
So we’re smoothing our ties, waiting for this conference, when I corner Miguel. I tell him
it’s subtle, whatever he’s got going on with his face.
He doesn’t laugh or bitch or crack on me for my breath.
He says he’ll explain over drinks.
I ask who the fuck has money for those.
And also, I say, since when does the son of god get fucked up.
Don’t worry about it, says Miguel.
I’m not asking for me, I say. You’re the one who’s saving.
Sometimes beggars strike gold, he says, and I’m about to press him when Diego finds us.
He’s fanning his face, pointing at an overstuffed table of blancos, like What the fuck are
you doing? He tells me I’ve been pushing it lately, that I should get my shit together, and he’s
winding up for more but then Miguel grabs his elbow.
He says we’re just clearing receipts. It’s been a long day. I was helping him tally his tips.
Of course Diego doesn’t buy it. But he grabs Miguel’s hand anyways. He squeezes it for
a beat.
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Then he looks at me and says So what the fuck are you still doing here.

Miguel drives a Peugot. It’s busted as fuck. His father scored the thing to ferry the family around
the city. You can hear popcorn cooking once he flips the ignition, and the tires feel like they’re
rolling on air, but once we actually start moving the engine gives a little shudder and we’re
cruising down Montrose, past Alabama, towards Elgin.
The bar isn’t far. It’s this shack with some benches. Miguel’s friendly with the owner,
some black lady in an apron. The place is all local, all browns and tans, and when Miguel takes
his seat he’s got a couple of Shiners already in hand.
He says he’s bought two plane tickets. Didn’t think it would happen but then it did.
They fly back in a week, he says. Two stops.
One connection in Miami, he says, then they’re back in the capital by midnight.
Wow, I say.
I hope you found some decent seats, I say.
Puto, says Miguel.
Then he sighs.
They’re going back home, he says.
We take long sips from our bottles.
Felicidades, I say.
When I ask how he pulled it off, Miguel only shrugs.
Opportunity, he says, and I remember his viejos.
Daddy must have paid you well.
I didn’t complain.
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The sun settles into a muddy purple. It’s still hot as shit. But not entirely unbearable.
Some crows fly overhead. The road behind us is full of fronds, shading the porches and the yards
and their cars, and when I reach for the bruise sitting under Miguel’s eye, he jumps before he
softens.
It feels a little shallow. A little smooth around the edges.
You cleaned this? I ask.
Cálmate, he says. We’re celebrating.
Niggers lose their eyes for less.
Drink with me. That’s what we’re doing.
I tell Miguel we’ll get faded later, that there will never not be time to get trashed, and
before he can protest I’m jogging to the pharmacy across the street.
When the doors slide open, there’s a pregnant lady behind the counter. She’s got this
little girl in dreadlocks pulling on the back of her jeans.
I ask where the alcohol is, and she eyes me, and then my uniform, and for a second I
think she’ll smile but she says Nigger you ain’t even looked.

I make it back with swabs.
Miguel doesn’t bitch. He sulks on the curb, squinting, but he still lets me work.
Once we’re drinking again, he says You don’t suck at that.
My brother showed me how.
He must’ve been better.
It was his job, I say, and when I’m done I toss the bottle. It clatters on the concrete,
adding rubble to the pile.
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We don’t look at each other. We sit and watch the action on Elgin. Miguel downs his
Shiner and tosses that too and we pass the last one back and forth.
There’s a homeless guy loitering in front of the CVS, and I know offering him a sip
would make his whole fucking night, but of course we don’t do that, we watch him stalk the
road, and once he reaches the light he lays down and shuts his eyes.

8.
My place is smack in the middle of East End, behind the construction and the tape and a fuckton
of traffic. Nearly everyone else’s already sold their property and moved on. Life’s just cheaper in
Pearland and Baytown. After Señor Cortez gave in, it was Esmeralda from the corner, and then
Jaime and his brothers, these Nicaraguans always scowling at everything. Then Nikeeta sold her
place. Francisco’s fam left their house. Joanna held out in her little blue stucco place but the
price turned right and she bounced.
Now these blancos live in her house. Our neighborhood’s first white people in fuck
knows how long. The whole block’s made a show of ignoring them and a couple of hoods took a
dump on their Civic. But all I ever saw those motherfuckers do is smile, always waving my way
like we came up together, and they had this kid, this little fucking boy, and one time he kicked
me a ball, on some nothing day in the summer, and before I knew what was happening I was
kicking it back, just me and this kid and his mom by the window, and for a second it was nice
but after a minute I took off because only so much of that shit that can make sense at one time.

9.
Next time I see Miguel I just look at his face and it’s obvious something is wrong.
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We’re rolling out for a gala. The Castillo’s buzzing with money. We’ve thrown sequins
on the windows and glitter all over the wood. The dinner floor’s packed, standing room only, and
Miguel drops like four plates at the feet of some suit.
He flubs his receipts. He mixes up orders. Another waiter, this prick named Raul, says he
thought patos were good with their hands, and Miguel meets him head-on, he calls him a big
black huevon.
I’m neck-deep in my own shit but I manage to grab his collar.
I ask if he’s good. He gives me this look. Then he swallows whatever’s in his mouth and
says Claro.

But of course he isn’t.
Shit only gets worse.
Later that night, he’s yelling at a table of blancas, these blow-dried mannequin types just
about drowning under their pearls, and Diego comes out of nowhere all decked down in a suit.
Hair slicked back. Smelling like soap. He tugs Miguel’s arm, and I’m reading their lips when this
güero snaps his fingers in my face for more salsa.
So I’m still in the kitchen when the fight breaks out.
I don’t see who starts it but honestly who gives a shit. Miguel starts throwing hands.
Diego covers his face. Miguel socks him in the chin and Diego’s just holding on, and you’d think
the crowd would explode or cry out but they just circle-up with the rest of us to watch.
I don’t know if it’s the thought of the money or the Salvadoran in him or what, but
eventually Diego manages to set his feet. He flips Miguel on his back. Puts his knees on his
chest, and his hands on his neck, and if he were anybody else it’d be a wrap.
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But he just looks down at Miguel.
He wipes his mouth. Spits on the tile.
Javi’d call it a pato scramble. There’s money at these tables so now everyone’s standing,
wives clutching their pearls. Some niggers start muttering, and a handful of people head for the
doors, but mostly everyone’s still watching to see what’s gonna happen next.
What Miguel does is stand. He doesn’t look up or anything. He turns around, heads for
the door, and Diego shouts after him until he’s gone.

You’d think he’d have gone straight home or whatever but I find him on the patio. Sitting,
shaking his head. Looking like garbage.
Believe it or not the evening hadn’t gone completely to shit. Some people left, but most
of them stayed, and Diego came out of the kitchen stronger than ever after cleaning himself up.
Wasn’t flustered or anything, talking all polite to everyone, and when I asked about the tables
that bounced without paying, he just shrugged and said Es en los manos de dios.
Now he’s sent everyone home. Gave a big speech about What a great job. That was all
some niggers needed, he said Good and they were out, but the rest of us stood around looking
lost before we started putting shit back together.
The black outside turns blacker. Drunks start ambling up the road. Miguel keeps his eyes
shut, and I don’t say shit either, but then he sighs and tells me they’re gone.
His folks flew out the night before.
They should be back in the capital by now, he says.
Jesus shit, I say.
So you go full lucha fucking libre, I say.
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One of our waitresses, a pretty little morena from San Antonio, finds us on the steps. She
asks Everything’s alright and I tell her All’s well in the jungle. She looks at Miguel, and then at
me, and says Better out here than in there.
Miguel kneads his eyes, the most tired I’d ever seen him.
No, he says.
They asked me to come too, he says.
I had the money, he says, and he just shakes his head. I had the money and I didn’t go. I
sent them back on their own.
You still have the cash, I say, you can probably leave tomorrow, but as soon as the words
leave my mouth I know that’s not why he’s stayed.
We sit on the curb a little longer. The street cleaners come through. They wait until the
city’s at its most quiet, right before the first patch of dawn, and they walk from Dallas
to Hamilton sweeping at all of the concrete under them. Shit’s actually pretty beautiful if you
think about it—all the convicts and baseheads and fuckups giving the city a clean slate—but
before I tell Miguel he’s already fallen asleep. Dude’s on my shoulder, arms crossed like he’s
deliberating.
A gaggle of cleaners passes, smoothing their route around the car. One nigger looks over
and waves so I give him one back.

10.
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Ma spent the first week we sold the house in bed. She didn’t care how much we were pulling.
She hadn’t grown up in the place, and of course it’d kicked her ass, but even if it’s a bag of shit
everyone wants their name on something.
My mother, who’d danced with Mexicans. Who’d kicked a pack of Bloods from her bar,
told them to roost on some other stoop.
Before she took off to Shreveport, I told her she was running from nothing to nothing.
She made this face like she wanted to believe me. Then she said it wasn’t like I’d given
her any reasons to stay.
Me.
You, she said. You’re as rootless as I am.
Ma’d brought it up before—she’d stick around if I started a family. She used to ask me
about women. When was I bringing one home. Javi had the opposite problem, she said, that
nigger had Rebecca here and Katrina there. Ma swore my plan was to wait until she rolled over
and died, but Javi always told her that I wasn’t the one for that.
She’d shush him. Take a deep breath. Say that plums only ripen with time.
Except one day she just stopped. It just wasn’t something that came up anymore. I tried
chancing it once and Ma said Maybe Jan will kick out another one too.

11.
I don’t see Miguel the next night. Or the next few nights after that.
I don’t seek him out.
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I know how it feels when shit happens. I know about needing time.

Back at The Castillo, one of the cooks asks where my boyfriend’s gone.
I tell him Miguel is in his bed, fucking his wife and daughters.

Diego looks at me like he’s got a problem, but he doesn’t open his mouth. All he does is squint.
He asks if I’ve cleared my receipts for the day.
He’s already found someone to fill-in for Miguel, some punk nigger from Rice. When I
get around to talking to him, he isn’t all that bad, but he’s got his wife and kids down south and
this sidechick out in Katy.
She cleans houses, he says. It’s good money.
That’s who he tells me he’s saving for.

12.
About a week before she left, Ma actually sat me down. I’d worked the whole night. Some
puto’d spilled oil on my kicks.
She had the windows open by the kitchen sink. A gang of cats posted up on the ledge.
Whenever the humidity starts biting, they gather on the fence, and Ma was always knocking the
shit out of their tails with her broom.
It’d been a few days since I’d seen her but I knew what was coming. I set a hand on her
shoulder and she blinked.
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She told me she talked to her sisters. She said they were willing to have me.
I knew I should’ve been grateful or whatever, but I gave Ma a look.
I said Well who asked you to do that.
All you have to do is come, she says. You only have to show up.
Nah, I say.
You think I’m lying?
Can’t be that simple.
Just show up, Ma said. That’s all. You could get a job. They’d have work for a boy like
you.
And we’d live happily ever after, I say, in some bumfuck swamp.
Ma really looked at me then. It was like she hadn’t been looking at first, but all of a
sudden she was.
You know you used to be a nice boy, she said.
You and your brother used to be nice boys, she said. Your father, too. All of you nice.
No one could’ve known you’d turn rotten, she said.
She’s quiet while we let that sink in. I know now would be the time to reach out and hug
her. To pull on her shoulder. Something physical.
Your brother would’ve loved it in Shreveport, she said. He’d have loved it. He’d have
loved all of the space.
You’re reaching.
He loved it.
Javi’d never leave the city.
Maybe, she said. But he tried to stay, and look where it got him.
107

You tell me what you have keeping you here, she said.
Actually, she said, no. You don’t have to tell me. You tell yourself why it is that you’re
staying, and when you figure it out you keep it to yourself.
Ma looks straight at me, squinting. It’s the most honest face I’ve ever seen anyone
make. A little like she already feels sorry for me. Like she already knows something I don’t.
But it’s a reason you’ll have to live with, she says. Even if it’s nothing. That is something
you’ll have to live with, too.

13.
I hear knocking at the door and of course it’s Miguel. Dude’s in the same clothes I saw him in
last.
He asks if he can come in, and I say Fuck no.
We post up in the kitchen.
He sits. I sit.
You gonna offer me something to drink?
Don’t give me that faggot shit.
He shrugs.
That mean you’re dry?
It means I’ve got nada and I’ve got nada for you.
Then I guess I’m fine, he says, after a while, and he rubs his palms over the table.
I ask if he’s heard from his parents. He doesn’t look my way, just keeps rubbing the table
top, but eventually he says that they’re fine.
108

They made it back to their town, he says. But they don’t have a phone. They call from the
market in the square. All I hear are the fucking roosters.
Sounds like a terrible time, I say.
It’s what they know.
Maybe one day they’ll wake up.
Maybe.
Miguel runs his fingers across the table.
You think they’ll miss it, I say, and he finally looks up at me.
You go somewhere else and stay there and then go back home, he says. Then you tell me
how they’re feeling.
I just might, I say.
You should’ve gone with your mother, he says. You’re being a pussy. A pato.
Just like you should’ve flown back to the jungle, I say. But you’re here.
I knock on the wood between us.
I’m here, he says, and he raps on it too.
He could still go. Miguel could leave tomorrow. He could pack a suitcase and catch a
flight, and I know that I could too. I could pack my shit and ghost. It’d cost nothing at all. But
the same way that I know this I know that I probably won’t.
I know that even if we don’t always do the things that need to be done, we do the things
that we need to. I know this the same way that I know Miguel is beside me, in this room,
standing where Ma and my father and Javi and Jan have in the years, in the days, before.
Miguel keeps an arms-length away. He peeps the photos on the wall. He asks if the boy
in the sweaters is my brother.
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I could hardly tell, he says. You don’t look anything like him.

Of course we end up upstairs. Neither of us says shit about it. In my bedroom, the one I used to
share with Javi, I don’t know how he ends up on top of me but he does.
I’m thinking he’ll laugh or smirk or make some kind of crack, but he’s got this serious
look on his face. And then there’s the pressure again. He’s shifting his weight, ripping at our
sweats.
Esta bien?
No, I say.
Really?
No.
This is not how it usually goes for you.
You asking or telling?
When he slips himself inside of me I call him something I don’t mean to.
Bueno, says Miguel.
It takes a while. He finishes on my chest. He asks why I’m crying and I tell him I’m not. I
tell him to stop bullshitting. Miguel opens his mouth to say something, but he doesn’t, just
breathes down on my neck, and then I’m hard, again, and then he’s back inside of me, but this
time its sweeter, like something that makes sense, but I’m telling him to stop, to leave, to get the
fuck out of here, and he’s telling me the same, to go, don’t come back, and then the words start
blending together, and we’re were saying it in chorus, stop, stop, stop, go on, get out, be gone.

14.
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Javi told me no one ever went anywhere they didn’t need to.
It was late. East End was dead. He was drunk and fucked up and locked out. He slapped
the door, calling my name. Had blood all over his shirt, and I thought he’d gotten his ass beat but
when I really gave my brother a look I saw that it didn’t belong to him.
He sat on the porch, just looking out at the road.
I brought a bowl of menudo from the stove.
He sipped it, quiet as shit. He asked if I’d ever thought about leaving Houston.
People think about things all the time, he said. All people fucking do is think.
But really, he said, you do things or you don’t.
He reached in his jacket for a cigarette, and then he shook the carton at me.
I didn’t smoke and he knew that.
Niggers already know what they’ll do, said Javi. They just play like they don’t.
I took one anyways. The flame grazed the edge of my chin. We sat smoking, watching
Harrisburg, and then he finished his cigarette and stomped that shit out.

15.

The first time I slept with a boy, he woke up in my bed the next morning.
Miguel is dark, but not as dark as me. And lanky. And he stinks. But when I catch him
snoring on Javi’s comforter I don’t throw up in my mouth. I don’t feel like he’s something I have
to get rid of.
I squeeze his cheeks, and then his elbows, and then his cheeks again.
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His keys are in the jeans on the floor. I grab my sweats and some sandals. It’s still dark
when I pull his car out of the neighborhood, and not much lighter when I’m on 59.
I make it out of the Ward. The city’s silhouette dims. Its shotguns start thinning, until
they’re all taquerias and pawnshops and strip-clubs. Once I hit Baytown, I’m driving beside the
furniture dives, and the pawn shops and junkyards and factories lining the feeder.
There’s hardly any traffic. The red in the sky turns blue. After like an hour, I’m already in
Galveston.
There’s a parking lot lining the edge of the beach, this shitty little pile of gravel, but what
I do is take Miguel’s car right up over that and onto the sand.
I toss his keys onto the dash. I ditch the sandals. I’m like halfway into the water, like one
of those whitegirls in the movies. The sand’s like mud on my toes, sweaty with plastic and
bottles and grit, but I dig into it anyways. Until it starts to burn.
I pray for my dead in that water.
And I pray for Javi in that water.
And I pray for Jan in that water.
And I pray for Ma in that water.
And I pray for my father in that water.
I start to pray for the boy in my bed but really that nigger should be praying for me. Or
maybe his parents. We’ve all got our priorities. And I keep on like that, standing on the shore,
just muttering and sinking and bobbing, and I hear the crowd behind me, like this low roar, and
then a knocking, like they’re getting a little closer. I wonder how anyone ever gets away from all
that. I used to think that you could.
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